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Chapter One 


The sign on the portable corridor coming off the JetBlue 
flight read, Welcome to Austin, Live Music Capital of the 
World. 


It cheered me up after the long, long wait in airports 
stretching from New York to Long Beach in California, not to 
mention the turbulent three-hour flight here. | took it as a 
good sign. | believed in signs. I’ve always looked for them 
and found them, good or bad. This was good. | loved music, 
loved live music in particular, and | was about to throw 
myself right into the music scene working for my brother. 


To me, it was like a personalised welcome mat after being 
shuttled around the country due to inclement weather. | felt 
lucky that I’d made it. Seventy-two passengers had agreed 
to fly all over the place to finally land in Austin and we felt 
we knew each other well enough to exchange numbers and 
promises of cocktails. 


For several horrible hours, we’d circled first one New York 
airport, then another and after a detour to New Jersey, had 
been left on the tarmac in Newark. Waiting. We couldn’t get 
to an arrival gate due to overcrowding. In an incident, which 
made all the TV headlines, the flight attendants had run out 
of food and had rationed us to two peanuts per person and 
half a cup of water each. 


JetBlue rallied, saving the day. One of their planes heading 
to Florida turned around and rescued us. A group of 
seasoned flight attendants boarded our plane like the 
sexiest cavalry you ever saw, stampeding down the aisle 
carrying food, drink and bringing abundant good cheer. 


Among them was my brother’s husband, former boxer and 
now-flight attendant, Tito Calderon. 


He picked me out right away and came straight over to me. 


“This is a funny old way to meet,” he said. “You doing okay, 
Kevin?” 


To tell you the truth, like everybody else, I’d started to panic 
quite a long time ago. 


Especially when | saw the news of our unfolding melodrama 
on the screen in front of me, which of course magnified our 
predicament. 


“I’m fine, Tito.” | tried to act macho. Tito was hot. Hotter 
than hot. He radiated the kind of sexual chemistry that 
ought to be forbidden in real life. It should be left on the 
screen for THE BOUNCER 
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guys whose names end in Clooney or Damon. | wondered 
how my brother coped with the attention magnetism like 
Tito’s must bring. 


Satisfied | was okay, Tito gave me a couple of bottles of iced 
water, several snack bags and moved on to help a breast- 
feeding mother handle her squalling baby. 


| glimpsed his wedding ring. It made me feel good, for my 

brother’s sake that he wasn’t the kind of guy who took off 

his ring when he was a travelling man. | caught Tito’s gaze 
and we smiled at each other. He took charge of the 


screaming baby, handing a bottle to one our frazzled, 
Original flight attendants. 


“Can you warm this for me, please? Thirty seconds ought to 
do it.” 


She looked as if she wanted to squeeze the contents all over 
his face. Instead, she snatched it and thundered her way 
back to the galley. 


| could hear her surly words. “Excuse me. Excuse me, 
please.” 


The new JetBlue crew made instant TV headlines as they 
escorted us from the plane to one of their waiting buses 
across the snow-dusted tarmac. Tito acted like he was used 
to having cameras on him and | wondered just how bad | 
looked. 


Once he was sure | was safely on the bus headed back to 
New York, he gave me a quick hug. | detected very faint 
aftershave. Holy frickin’ heck. My dick got hard. Was that 
bad when it was your brother’s husband? 


“See you back in Austin,” he said. “lIl be home tonight.” 


| didn’t think there was a happy person on that bus once we 
survived the bumpy two-hour bus ride—the driver got lost— 
and arrived at La Guardia, just as our original plane was 
landing. 


Another long wait. | wondered if I’d grown chest hair in the 
interim. The constant flight changes had even worn out the 
flight attendants who left a basket of cookies and snacks up 
front saying we should help ourselves. I’d tried to focus on 
reading something on my new Kindle, a gift from my mom. 
Instead, | became obsessed with the choppy digital TV 


service on my personal screen on the back of the seat in 
front of me. I’d watched an alarming array of reality 
programming. Some loopy, scary-looking plastic surgery 
nightmare of a housewife in Orange County, wherever the 
hell that was, went off on her husband because they 
couldn’t afford their mortgage. 


A guy in Atlanta had single-handedly killed his entire family 
on The First 48 and couldn’t explain why, beyond, “My 
brother looked at me funny.” 
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It bugged me that we landed right in the middle of an 
episode of Leave it to Beaver. It was a good one, too. 


“Kevin! Kevin Branigan!” My eyes adjusted to the bright 
lights and | spotted my brother, Jack, waving to me as | 
stumbled past half-empty seats at the gate. 


“How’d you get in here?” | asked, giving him a hearty hug. 
I’m a big guy, around six feet, four inches and I’m, well, 
solid. A big, muscular piece of meat. | forget my own 
strength sometimes and my brother squeaked in protest. 


Then | saw his staff ID dangling from his neck. “You work for 
the airline now?” 


He nodded, looking excited. Jack, a good-looking guy by 
anybody’s standards, was thirty-five, two years older than 
me. He looked amazing. Love had done nothing to dent his 
Black Irish looks. He still had the same blue-eyed crinkly 
smile, the ready laugh, and | noticed his gold wedding band. 


He’d up and married Tito in Connecticut after a short, 
blistering romance, hurting everyone in our family by telling 
us after the fact. He realised | was staring at it. 


“You'll love him,” Jack said. “How are you doing, Kev?” 
“I’m fine. Didn’t he tell you?” 

“Did who tell me?” 

“Tito. | met him in New York.” 

The smile spread slowly across Jack’s face. “You did?” 
| told him about the New Jersey fiasco. 


“Oh, hon. My baby rescued you! What’d you think? Is he hot 
or what?” 


“Very hot. Don’t you ever get jealous?” 


My brother threw back his head and laughed. “I’m married 
to a Latin man. He’s much more jealous than | am.” 


| nodded. | could believe that. 
He touched my arm. “You had a tough flight. I’m so sorry.” 
| nodded. 


He grinned. “I was tracking your progress online until | had 
to get on a plane myself. | couldn’t believe you even flew to 
Cancun to get here.” 


“Yeah,” | cracked. “My one chance for an exotic holiday and 
all | saw was the airport.” 


We walked towards the baggage claim and he threw an arm 
around me. 


“Oh, Kev, I’m so glad you’re here. Life just isn’t the same 
without you.” 
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| smiled at him. I’d missed him, too. I’d been living in Boston 
until a bad break up with my ex lost me the only life I’d 
known for the last six years. Jack had met Tito on a plane. 
He’d visited him in Austin a couple of times and bam! They 
were in love and living together. They had bought a bar, 
fallen in love with Austin and had convinced me to come 
here and give it a try. 


“Now that I’m working a couple of days a week for the 
airline, I’m gonna need you more than ever. Holy crap, Kev. 
You're still travelling with that decrepit duffle bag?” 


“Hey,” | said, watching my brother swing it off the slow- 
moving carousel. “You’re gonna get old yourself someday.” 


A couple of business cards fell out of my pocket. Jack smiled 
at me as he bent and picked them up for me. 


“You've been here less than a minute and you've already 
got friends. Awesome, Kev.” 


“Da plane,” | bleated. “Da plane. We got very chatty. Now 
l'm not sure | wanna see any of ‘em ever again.” 


Outside, | was too stunned by the weather to gauge my first 
impression of Austin itself. 


“It’s snowing?” | almost screamed. “It’s friggin’ snowing in 
Austin?” 


“Can you believe it?” He threw up his hand and waved. 
“There’s Tito now.” 


Tito angled their Honda into a small space between an SUV 
and an airport shuttle van right in the red zone. 


He jumped out and hugged me. Oh, he still had that scent. 
Dressed in jeans and a blue sweater, Tito was a good- 
looking guy. Dark-eyed and hair almost black, his caramel 
coloured skin spoke of his Salvadoran background. The 
lingering glances he and Jack exchanged told me the sexual 
and emotional heat was raging between them. 


“Great to have you here, Kevin.” He grabbed my laptop and 
duffle bag, putting them in the trunk. At this angle, | saw his 
nose was aquiline. A lot of bad breaks as a result of his now- 
abandoned boxing career. | climbed into the backseat, 
moving my legs across the seat. 


No legroom in front of me. 
“You hungry?” Jack asked over his shoulder. 
“Starved, since you asked.” 


“So are we. We thought we’d take you to our favourite 
place. They make the best barbecue.” 


| couldn’t get over the big, fluffy snowflakes coming down in 
sideways drifts on the car. 


THE BOUNCER 
A.J. Llewellyn 
9 


“First snow in forty years according to the news,” Tito told 
me. There was a light, powdery covering on everything, but 
Tito still drove like a lunatic. My mom, who had already 
descended on the newlyweds, had warned me about that. 


Austin looked like a country town that had seen better days. 
Dilapidated in parts, a lot of places looked closed up and | 
realised it, too, had been hit by the economic downturn. 


The downtown skyline loomed ahead. | don’t know what I'd 
been expecting. More farmlands, green pastures and sexy 
gay cowboys. As we neared the city, however, | saw that 
Austin had a spectacular downtown district. 


“We're coming up on Fourth Street. We want to show you 
the bar, then we'll head out to dinner,” Jack said. 


“Fourth Street is the gay district of Austin,” Tito added. 


“Cool.” | leant back in my seat as we drove along, the snow 
dancing around us in thick drifts. 


“See over there on the right, this is Congress Avenue and 
look way down the end.” Jack tapped the window. “It’s a 
mini replica of the US Capitol Building in Washington, D.C.” 


“My God, you’re right.” | leant forward. “It looks so beautiful. 
With all this snow and the high-rise buildings here...! could 
be in D.C. right now.” 


“We're mighty proud of it,” Tito said. “D.C. isn’t, though. 
They were plenty pissed about the replica.” 


“When do we come to gay section?” | asked. 
They both turned and looked at me. 


“That was it, on our left.” Tito turned his gaze back to the 
road, jabbing his thumb over his shoulder. “You didn’t see 
it?” 


| stared at him. “See what?” 


He made a big deal of having to circle around and backtrack 
a myriad of one-way streets. We cruised down Fourth again 
and | worried, wondering if Austin had cruising laws. 


The gay district consisted of three bars, a tattoo parlour and 
a coffee bar on the edge of the block. 


“The Gay Pride Parade starts right here on the corner of 
Fourth and Congress.” Jack jumped all over my silence. 
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| was Sad to see the rainbow flags flying on so few 
establishments. | was starting to get the feeling that Austin 
wasn’t so gay-friendly. The plethora of gay romance novels 
set in Texas made me wonder if the gay cowboy theme was 
one big myth. 


“This is the most tolerant city in Texas,” Tito said. 


| wondered if he could read my thoughts. 


“It’s okay.” Jack reached behind his seat and squeezed my 
hand. “We don’t live in closets. But we don’t walk around in 
hot-pink shorts and feather boas, either.” 


“Except for the gay parade,” Tito said. They both laughed. 


“You'll find this is a hip, cool, funky town,” Jack said. “You 
will love it. And look, there’s our baby.” 


On the other side of the coffee shop was a rustic-looking 
Shack. A large, expensive looking sign read Tiki Tito. | knew 
Jack and Tito had spent a small fortune on the place and it 
made me grin. Rainbow-coloured tiki lights were strung up 
around the roof and windows. It was a nice touch. Trust my 
brother to open a gay-friendly Spanish tiki bar in Austin. The 
mini replica of an Easter Island statue out front was being 
used as a photographic prop by a couple of guys who waved 
as we passed by. They looked ridiculous in grass skirts over 
their jeans, holding snowballs, but maybe that was the 
point. 


“Uh-oh, maybe | spoke to soon about not advertising our 
sexuality.” Jack shook his head. “Wait ‘til you meet Miguel 
and Jimmy. They’re a riot.” 


Tito parked in one of the spaces to the building’s left side 
and we hurried to the front. | kept my arms around me. | 
was freezing. 


Jack introduced me to Miguel and Jimmy, who worked as 
bartenders. 


“We're posting these on Facebook,” Miguel said. “Nobody’s 
gonna believe it’s snowing in Austin.” 


We all went inside. | glanced at the drinks menu. Impressive. 
A lot of cool-looking martinis and tropical drink blends. | 


liked the tapas menu, too. 


“Salvadoran cuisine,” Tito said. “My cousin Maria and my 
Auntie Vero cook for us.” 


| glanced at his right hand. The one that had almost killed 
him. It was still badly scarred and swollen. | saw him cover it 
up with his long sleeve. It seemed an automatic gesture and 
| wondered if it hurt. 


Jimmy and Miguel seemed like great guys. They didn’t 
appear to be a couple, but | had no idea. They shrugged off 
their now-wet hula skirts and shook my hand. 
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| loved what | saw of the place. Jack checked his watch. 


“We're taking Kevin to the County Line for an early dinner. 
Check in with you guys later.” 


“Are we working tonight?” | asked Jack, whose answer was 
firm. 


“No. Tonight we have fun. Tomorrow we'll put you to good 
use.” 


The County Line on the Lake turned out to be a sprawling, 
ranch-style restaurant on a lake, as the name implied. The 
snow stopped as we walked inside. It was warm and cozy. 


And packed. 


“Can we get a window table, please?” Jack asked our sunny- 
faced waitress. “My brother just arrived in town. I'd love him 
to see the turtles as we have dinner.” 


The waitress said nothing, but took us to our table. Jack’s 
face fell when he saw we were in the middle of the room. 


“Babe,” Tito said. “We'll take him outside, okay?” 


“You're leaving?” The waitress looked ready to pick up the 
plastic-covered menus she’d just tossed onto our table. 


“No,” Jack said. “We're taking my brother outside to see the 
lake.” 


There were a couple of empty tables by the window and | 
tried not to think bad sign. 


The waitress was just being mean. | kept a smile on my face 
as we stepped outside into the chill again. Tito and Jack 
Slipped quarters into a machine labelled Fish, Duck and 
Turtle Food and gave me a handful of what looked like tiny 
bits of kibble. 


A little girl and her parents were already at the edge of the 
wooden dock, where she tossed the kibble in one tiny 
handful towards the snapping mouth of a turtle. Baby turtles 
nestled close to the water’s edge. A couple of hopeful ducks 
swam by and Jack and | tossed them food. 


“It’s beautiful,” | told my brother, whose happiness seemed 
to return. Tito had vanished. | was not surprised to see him 
in the restaurant talking to the waitress. Back inside, we 
now had a window seat and Jack took charge, ordering fresh 
bread and a round of beers. 


We perused the menu. | chose fried chicken, coleslaw and a 
baked potato just as the bread arrived. 


“Eat it with this sweet butter.” Jack pointed to a basket of 
pre-packaged containers on the table. “It’s a butter and 
honey blend. People eat everything with butter and honey 
here.” 


It was delicious. Only Tito refrained from the bread and 
butter feast. 
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“He hates honey butter,” Jack said. 

“You do?” | was shocked. | was already in love with the stuff. 


Tito shrugged, a rueful grin on his face. “A hangover from 
my boxing days.” 


“He has never allowed himself to deviate from his fighting 
weight,” Jack told me. 


Tito was quite thin. | asked what his real, walking-around 
weight was. 


“I have no idea,” he admitted. “I’m afraid to find out. One 
slice of pizza and | obsess about putting on a pound.” 


“That’s okay.” Jack hefted another slice from the enormous 
loaf. “More bread for me.” 


Our meals arrived. I’d never seen bigger ribs in my life. Jack 
had a mountain of them. 


Tito had three. 
“What are they? Dinosaur bones?” | asked. 
Tito laughed. 


“No, they’re cows.” Jack licked his fingertips. “Everything is 
bigger in Texas, Kev.” 


We got through dinner in record time, Tito eating only one of 
his ribs, asking for the others to go. Jack asked for a box for 
the remaining bread. 


“French toast for breakfast.” He grinned at me. | was still 
getting over how domesticated my one-time rascal of a 
brother had become. As teenagers, we’d shared an 
apartment and his idea of haute cuisine had been cornflakes 
topped with ice cream. 


We drove home and | felt very sleepy. Their house, in what 
looked like a pretty, rural street, had only one flaw. The 
grass on their lawn and every other house on the block was 
dead. 


“The snow and rain have come too late,” Jack said as he 
pressed the garage door opener. 


“Severe water rations,” Tito added. “They have 
neighbourhood patrols making sure we don’t do more than 
hand-water twice a week. If your front lawn starts to look 
better than everybody else’s, somebody reports you. Your 
brother uses a jug to sneak out the back and water the 
vegetable garden in the middle of the night.” 


“You grow vegetables?” | was shocked when Jack nodded. 


Inside the house, | was impressed with how homey it all 
was. 


“My mom died last year and | inherited all this stuff.” Tito 
indicated the 1950s-style teakwood furniture. It was on the 
dorky side of retro but it had belonged to his mom. 


“I’m sorry,” | said. About her passing. And the furniture, too. 
THE BOUNCER 
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“Thanks. Let me show you to your room.” 


On the walls, | saw a couple of Tito’s world-championship 
belts mounted. The gold and chrome embellishments 
gleamed. 


“How do you keep them looking so good?” | asked. 


He grinned. “Old boxer’s trick. Cheap perfume is the best 
thing for polishing the metal.” 


“Really? Do you miss the sport?” 
His smile drooped. “Every day.” 


He carried my duffle bag to my room with his left hand and | 
saw him glance at his right. 


“This is it, Kevin. | hope you’ll be comfortable here.” 


It was clear Tito and Jack had put brand new bedding on the 
double bed. Red and white sheets, white comforter...oh, | 


longed for a hot shower and to fall into bed. I’d spent thirty- 
six hours travelling and sleeping upright in drafty airports. 


In the corner sat a desk with a computer on it. 
“This is your office? Am | in the way?” 


“No, not at all,” Tito insisted. He gave me a towel and as he 
sat down to go through his email messages, | showered and 
changed into my pyjamas in the bathroom. | crawled into 
the bed as Tito and Jack had a heated discussion about the 
club right next to me. | was too tired to follow or to care 
much about the conversation until Tito spoke. 


“Ask him. He won’t mind, I’m sure.” 


| realised they were talking to me. | felt as if | was reaching 
for all my inner reserves from the bottom of a thick, soupy 
mass of a lagoon when | asked if they were talking to me. 


“Any chance you could help out?” Tito asked. “It’s just fora 
few hours.” 


“What? When?” 
a“ Now. ” 


“Our bouncer didn’t show up and we thought with the bad 
weather people would stay home but the snow and rain 
have stopped and they’re friskier than hell. Jimmy needs 
help.” 


| stared bleary-eyed at my brother. He had to be kidding. 


“It’s just for a few hours,” Tito said again and my brother’s 
hopeful gaze tore at me. 


“Okay,” | said, even though | could hardly think straight, 
could hardly keep my eyes open and had the worst thought 
ever. 
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l’ve got a bad feeling about this. 
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Chapter Two 


Signs. In spite of the freezing temperatures, Austin was alive 
and kicking up its gay heels in our little pocket of the 
universe. There was a gay barn dance at Oil Can Harry’s, 
the saloon opposite. | hadn’t really noticed it on the drive-by 
earlier in the day but by night, it was hopping. | saw some 
cute guys dancing and made a mental note to check it out 
one night. 


It was freezing outside Tiki Tito. It wasn’t snowing anymore 
but the air was frigid. 


Occasional raindrops fell in brief increments and | huddled 
under the faux-tin roof for shelter. I'd agreed to come to 
Austin to work as a bouncer for Jack and Tito, but was 
surprised to see Tito standing out front with me. Jack was 
inside playing host, showing people to tables, laughing, 
chatting. 


Yeah, he was nice and dry. | tried not to feel resentful, 
especially since Tito was taking the hit with me. He shook 
people’s hands. | noticed him wince a couple of times when 
he got extra-hard squeezes. | figured out that, although | 
was supposed to be the muscle, he could probably handle 
any troublemakers himself. He exuded that kind of 
confidence. It made sense, however, that he was a local 
hero and didn’t want to be seen to be the heavy. 


| wore the black suit they’d asked me to bring to Austin for 
work. | was a tough guy for hire. Tough, but classy. Tito wore 
one, too. Inside, a live band played fifties lounge music and | 
found myself grooving to it. 


“Hey, how you doing?” Tito said, greeting two more 
newcomers. 


| was surprised how many people showed up ona 
weeknight. | glanced inside. Most of the clientele were men 
and they looked like couples. A few hetero couples were 
there, but no lesbians. 


“There’s a great divide between lesbians and gays in 
Austin,” Tito told me. “We have gay bingo here Wednesday 
nights raising money for a different charity each week. One 
week it’s homeless shelters, the next week it’s animals. 
We've raised a lot of money for a lot of important causes. 
We have a transsexual bingo caller, Lady GoDiver, and she 
is awesome. 


She attracts a lot of lesbian and straight clientele. We want 
this to be a place where everyone’s comfortable.” 
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| nodded. A rogue snowflake fell out of the sky and straight 
down my neck. | tried not to think of it as a bad sign as it 
sent cold shivers down my spine. 


“This means so much to Jack to have you here,” Tito said. 
“He put the itch back in my giddyup as they say here in 
Texas.” 


| laughed. Tito looked so moon-faced about my brother. It 
was a beautiful thing. Jack rocked. That’s why I was here. | 
tried not to think about how my life had blown apart with 
my exploding relationship. Il’d scrambled for months to find 


work. A credentialed teacher, | couldn’t even resort to that. 
Teachers across the country were being pink-slipped. 
Schools were closing. Downsizing education sucked. | shook 
off the maudlin thoughts and rubbed my hands together, 
blowing into them. 


It meant a lot to me that Tito had pushed for family unity 
once he and Jack had gotten hitched. 


“You know I was married to a woman and | have a couple of 
kids, right?” Tito asked. 


Yes, | did know. It was not something | wanted to discuss 
when I was half asleep and freezing my muscular ass off. It 
had been a major cause of concern for my mom when she 
heard of Tito’s marriage and subsequent divorce. She hated 
the thought of Jack breaking up a family. Tito had some 
notoriety in Texas. Scrub that. The guy was a celebrity in 
Austin, judging by the way people greeted him. 


“No, I’m not a celebrity,” he said when | mentioned it. “I had 
to quit right on the edge of the big time.” He held his right 
hand in his left and | saw the pain in his eyes. 


| wanted to ask him about the awful injury that had derailed 
his career and almost killed him. 


“Being gay lost me a lot of fans,” Tito suddenly said. “But 
got me the most incredible man I’ve ever met.” 


It lifted my spirits hearing that. From what | understood, Tito 
and his wife had married young and their marriage was long 
over by the time he met Jack, but he had stayed with her, 
working his ass off in the ring. 


“You'll meet my kids.” Tito’s voice broke into my thoughts. “l 
get twenty percent custody.” He sounded bitter and | 


glanced at him. He looked heartbroken. 


“They’re visiting this week. There are some things you 
should know.” He breathed into his cupped hands. 
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| was grateful that more guests arrived and he abandoned 
the subject to talk about local politics and of course, the 
weather. 


A black car pulled up at the saloon across the road. The 
hottest guy | had ever seen got out, looked right at me and 
my body did weird things. He had short black hair and 
brows. 


His eyes gleamed with lively intelligence. He had a nice, 
muscular build. Now there was a guy who could put the itch 
back into my giddyup. 


Tito raised a hand in greeting and the guy nodded back, 
disappearing into Oil Can Harry’s. 


“You know him?” | asked Tito who said he only knew him by 
sight. He said something else, but his words were drowned 
out by a couple coming out of our club, who engaged him in 
conversation. 


| busied myself, turning back inside to watch a couple of the 
dancers. When | turned back to the street, the black car was 
gone. 


x OK OK OX 


Around two o’clock in the morning, Jack went home. “I’m 
flying tomorrow, back tomorrow night. Gotta get my beauty 
Sleep.” He blew us kisses. 


“Is that all | get?” Tito grumbled. We were hovering inside 
the doorway, swallowing mugs of hot coffee before traipsing 
back outside. The bar was now closed but Tito wanted us to 
oversee the last few guests leaving the club. 


“This is Texas,” he said. “People carry guns. We wanna make 
sure nobody drives by and pops off a shot at one of our 
customers as they’re leaving.” 


“Does that happen?” | asked. 


“Not yet.” Tito reached for my brother’s head and gave him 
a kiss that curled my own toes. 


“Come home soon,” Jack said. 


“I will, hot ass.” Tito watched my brother running to his car 
and | got a kick out of the possessive glint in his eye. Jack 
deserved a man who loved him like that. 


Jimmy gave me and Tito a ride home an hour later and | felt 
relieved. | wanted...craved sleep. 
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“You mind if we stop at the market?” Tito held up his cell 
phone. “Jack just texted me. 


We need eggs and milk for breakfast.” 


Jimmy parked and we all ran into the store. There was a 
commotion by the checkout line. Tito stepped forward, the 
inclination to fight obviously strong in my brother-in-law. 


Man, it was the muscular guy I’d seen outside Oil Can 
Harry’s. He was dressed like a gangbanger and he wrestled 
an old lady to the ground. 


Tito stopped in his tracks. He saw the guy’s badge at the 
Same moment | did. He was an undercover cop. 


A bottle of medicine rolled out of the hysterical woman’s 
hand. She sobbed pitifully as the cop brought her to her 
feet. 


“Easy...easy. That’s it. Next time | ask you to cooperate,” he 
said to her, “you must listen.” 


The three of us hung back as he led her to the back of the 
store. How humiliating. To be old and poor and to be 
arrested over a necessity. 


“She was stealing medicine. | can’t stand it. Tito...can’t we 
just pay for it? Can’t we help her?” | asked. 


Tito sighed. “You are so like your brother. Stay here. I'll see 
what I can do.” 


Jimmy and | waited. It was an awkward moment. 


“Hard times,” Jimmy said. He looked around, his voice 
dropping. “I still can’t believe he tackled her to the ground 
though.” 


Neither could I. Tito came back, shrugging. 


“They wouldn’t let me intervene. l'Il just grab what we need 
and let’s get out of here.” 


Outside, Tito said, “The store manager is pressing charges. 
She punched him and a shelf-stacking kid right in the face. 
Then she went for the cop.” 


| couldn’t believe it. No wonder he hadn’t been allowed to 
intervene. We drove home through a fresh downpour. We all 
sat in silence until Jimmy dropped us off. 


“Thanks,” Tito and | said in unison, running to the front door. 
Inside the house, Jack greeted Tito and they became a 
sudden tangle of lips, legs and fast-flying clothing. | excused 
myself and went to bed, trying not to listen to the frantic 
sounds of hot man-on-man sex downstairs. 


x OK OK OX 
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| awoke at seven, cursing my body clock. It never let me 
sleep late. Good sign? Bad sign? No, it was a good sign. | 
could smell coffee wafting up the stairs. | sat up in bed. 


Correction. | could smell coffee right in my room. Tito was 
pecking at the computer with one hand, holding a mug in 
the other. 


“Did | wake you?” He took a swig of his coffee. 
“Er...no.” 


“You sleep okay?” 


“Yes, thanks.” 


“Great. Jack’s leaving for the airport soon. We were hoping 
you'd wake up. He made French toast and it’s not safe with 
me around.” 


| laughed. Tito was a crack up. 


A tap at the door. Jack poked his head around the corner. 
“Hey, | heard voices. 


Breakfast is ready. French toast with all the fixin’s.” 


| followed them down the stairs. Tito wore black tracksuit 
pants and his body was spectacular. Not an ounce of fat. 
Dang. 


My brother continued to surprise me. He’d cooked large 
green bell peppers right on the flames of the gas burners on 
the stove. 


“Tito’s Auntie Vero taught me how to make them,” he said. | 
could tell he was proud. 


Thick slices of French toast, turkey bacon, eggs and sliced 
honeydew melon waited on the table. We attacked the food 
with gusto. 


“Try the peppers,” Tito urged. “They’re very sweet cooked 
the way Jack makes them. 


Full of enzymes.” 


He wasn’t kidding. | devoured an entire pepper with my 
eggs and started to feel good. 


| poured out more coffee and almost drooled at the sight of 
the big tub of honey butter. 


Slathering it on my bread, | looked up to find Tito and Jack 
watching me. 


“What?” | said. 


“We meant to tell you earlier...” Tito glanced at my brother 
who nodded. 


“Tell me what?” | bit into my toast demolishing a big piece. 
Better now, than before | heard what they had to say and | 
lost my appetite. The honey butter was as good as it had 
been the previous night. 


“Tito has a restraining order against him by his wife,” Jack 
said. 


THE BOUNCER 
A.J. Llewellyn 
20 


“Oh?” Holy fuck. Does mom know about this? | kept 
chewing. It was better than doing my patented stunned 
mullet impersonation 


“My wife put it on me as a bargaining tool. She wants more 
money. More...everything. 


| have access to my kids, one night a week and every other 
weekend.” 


“Right. That’s why you need me those weekends.” 


Tito nodded. “I pick them up and drop them off at the police 
station. | have no contact with her. Any discussion goes 
through our attorneys.” 


“Okay,” | said. Geez...she sounds like a barrel of laughs. 


“I’m mentioning it because she claims | am violent and of 
course...being a boxer it’s a fair assumption.” He stared at 
his plate. This was a lot more difficult for him to talk about 
than he was letting on. | could feel it. 


“What are you trying to tell me?” 
He blew out a breath as Jack put his arm around him. 


“| don’t want any trouble, which is part of why we need you 
at the club. | can handle any problems that come up. We 
have a bouncer who is kind of unreliable and well...| don’t 
trust him and l...1...” 


“Oh,” | said, seeing the light now. “You’re worried that if you 
get a little aggressive and it somehow comes out in the 
media or whatever, that she can use it against you.” 


“Exactly.” He looked relieved. 


“I’m glad you told me,” | said. “I’m sorry you’re going 
through this.” 


He reached for a piece of bacon and munched it. “Yeah, me 
too.” 


“She’s just angry that you’re no longer on television and 
that you can’t fight anymore,” 


Jack blurted. 


“I know, querido.” Tito dropped the bacon onto his plate and 
tugged Jack’s face towards his, kissing him. “I would be 
dead without you.” 


Nobody said anything for a moment. 


| knew most of the story but also knew that now was not the 
time to discuss it in detail. 


“Baby, | have to go,” Jack said. 


Tito nodded, glancing at me. “You may wanna get a little 
more rest. We have a busy night ahead of us.” 


| hugged Jack goodbye, took my coffee upstairs and heard 
my brother and his husband kissing. | wanted love like that. 
| realised | had a sense of foreboding | couldn’t explain. | 
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would do anything | could to protect Jack and Tito. And | had 
a strange feeling it might come to that. Me and my bad 
Signs. 


x k OK x 


Tito drove me to Barton Springs around noon. 


“Wait until you see this,” he said. “Zilker Park, which houses 
the springs, is three hundred and fifty acres of sunshine and 
grass. The pool, itself, is amazing. You know the movie star 
Robert Redford? This was where he learned to swim when 
he was five years old.” 


It was indeed a gigantic park set around a natural spring 
lake with a waterfall on one end and ducks swimming 
around the tamer part. We took a long run along the water’s 
edge, a lifeguard waving to us from his perch where he 
watched one lone swimmer doing laps. It felt good to be 
outdoors in such a beautiful, healthy place. 


We ran a strong three-mile loop and when we got through it, 
Tito showed me a map on the park wall with dozens of trails. 
| couldn’t wait to try them out. We headed home but a call 
on his cell phone sent us to his Auntie Vero’s house. 


She lived right across the road from Tito and Jack, but at the 
other end of the street. | smelt something awesome as we 
let ourselves in the front door and was amazed to see an 
array of dishes lined up covered in foil. 


“Nice to meet you, Kevin,” Auntie Vero said. She had the 
same dark hair and eyes as Tito but was a lot bigger than he 
was. She beckoned us to the kitchen. 


“I know Jack’s travelling and you’re both working tonight. He 
asked me to make sure you had lunch.” 


“That husband of mine.” Tito sighed, but | could tell he was 
pleased. 


We sat at the kitchen table, Auntie Vero bringing two plates 
of food that already had my mouth watering. 


Tito nudged me. “Pollo Encebollado. My favourite.” 
“Who makes it better?” Auntie Vero asked. “Me or Jack?” 
“You do,” Tito said, looking wide-eyed. He winked at me. 


Pollo Encebollado turned out to be chicken smothered in 
onions and | practically licked the plate clean. She gave us 
each a generous slice of Paste/ de tres leches, cake soaked 
in three kinds of milk. It was dense and rich and almost like 
cheesecake. 
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“These are tonight’s specials,” she said. 
“They're wonderful,” | said. 

Auntie Vero smiled. “You want some coffee?” 
“Yes, please.” | caught Tito checking his watch. 
“Where is Jack right this minute?” | asked him. 


“How did you know | was thinking about him?” He grinned. 
“Right now, he’s in New York. He flies to Boston, then to 
Miami, then he comes home.” 


“Maria’s coming to collect all the food. l'Il be at the 
restaurant around eight,” Auntie Vero said. “Is that okay?” 


“Yes, but who’s looking after the kids?” Tito asked. 
“Their father.” 


| saw a look of pain skitter across Tito’s face. We thanked 
Auntie Vero and headed home. 


“You okay?” | asked him. 


“Yeah, I’m fine. You know, | was never one of those boxers 
who went to training camp and left my family at home for 
months on end. | always took them with me. Wait ‘til you 
meet my boys. You’ll see how awesome they are.” 


“I can’t wait to meet them.” 


He smiled. “Neither can they. | told them all about you.” 


“You did?” 


“Yep. They’re excited to have a big, bad bossy uncle who’s a 
bouncer.” 


| laughed. | didn’t see myself that way. | saw myself as a guy 
who hungered for love and now...damn it, honey butter. 


x OK OK OX 


We got to the club around seven. Tito pulled double duty, 
switching back and forth working the front door with me and 
escorting guests to their tables. A lot of people asked me 
about the gun donation bingo night and | had no idea what 
they were talking about. | asked Tito who slapped his 
forehead. 


“Sorry, Kevin. | should have explained. Remember | told you 
we do bingo night? Well, we’re doing a special one next 
week, where people have to bring a gun and donate it, no 
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questions asked. We’re asking for unloaded weapons with 
bullets separate, but optional. The guns waive the thirty- 
dollar entry fee. We're doing this for the Police Benefit 
Foundation and we’ll have a couple of officers here with us 
to keep things straight.” 


“That’s a great idea,” | said. 


He nodded. “I did my last boxing fight waiving the ticket fee 
in exchange for guns. We got seven hundred guns off the 


street. | couldn’t believe what | saw by the time the night 
was over. We got a couple of Uzis and three AK-47s.” 


| shook my head. “And these were civilians who turned them 
in?” 


“Gangbangers.” 
“Were you ever in a gang, Tito?” 


He looked amused. “Hell, no. | got married when | was 
seventeen and had my first pro fight a year later. | didn’t 
have time to get into gangs.” 


A couple approached us and it was clear the husband was 
drunk. His wife, or at least, | assumed she was his wife, 
giggled as she had to hold him up. 


“We've had a couple of martinis,” she said. “We’ve come for 
some coffee and the music.” 


Tito smiled. He showed them inside, turning to me. “I’m 
gonna make sure they’re not served any alcohol. | don’t 
think either of them is fit to drive. l'Il be right back.” 


“Cool,” | said and cut my eyes back to the road. It was a 
very cold night, the sky the colour of ink. The kind | 
remembered being in the inkwell of my school desk in 
elementary school. | heard a shout from inside and 
shrugged off my brief detour down memory lane. 


Holy shit! The drunk was slapping his wife! 


| ran inside just as Tito fended off a roundhouse punch from 
the enraged drunk with a quick little hook to the liver. Being 
a boxer, he knew how to disable a man, and the short, sharp 
painful thrust took the wind out of the guy’s sails. He fell to 


the floor putting on quite a show. People came running and | 
asked Jimmy to send everyone back to their tables. 


The guy staggered to his feet, trying to swing at Tito again, 
but | held his arms back. 


“Are you Okay?” | asked. 
“He hit me!” 
“Sir,” | said. “You were hitting your wife.” 


“I’m fine,” she shrieked, her left eye looking puffy and 
swollen. 


“Get her some ice,” | said to Jimmy. 
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“Bag of frozen peas,” Tito corrected, leading her to a chair. 
“|I want the police,” the drunk bellowed. 


Oh man, this couldn’t be happening. Before | knew it, the 
cops had arrived and although it was evident the man had 
punched his wife, she declined to press charges. Tito looked 
petrified. 


“He hit me,” the drunk kept moaning, milking his 
performance for all it was worth. 


Shit, shit, shit! 


“Which one of you hit him?” the cop asked. 


Tito opened his mouth but | beat him to it. “I did, officer. It 
was me.” 


x OK OK x 


“Turn to the right.” 


| turned. The uniformed officer took another photo of me 
and told me to face the front again. Boy, did | take the rap 
for beating up the wrong troublemaker. Who knew the drunk 
was some local politician who was going to scream all kinds 
of ‘assault and battery’ to the cops? 


Luckily, Tito posted bail and | found him waiting for me at 
the front desk. 


“You okay?” he asked me. He looked pale under the bright 
lights. On the walls were posters for everything from Driving 
Buzzed is Driving Drunk and Don’t Text and Drive! toa 
homemade poster requesting donations for the family of a 
deceased officer shot in the line of duty. 


Guns. At least nobody got shot in our bar. | listened glumly 
as the desk sergeant informed me of what would happen 
next. He had me sign a form on a clipboard, handing me the 
top copy. I’d never been in trouble in my life. Not even a 
speeding ticket. Now | had to promise that I’d appear before 
the judge Monday morning. 


"He'll be there, Freddie, and thanks,” Tito said. For the first 
time since my ordeal began, the desk sergeant smiled at 
me. 


“Wait for me here.” Tito pointed to a bench. “I have to get 
the forms from the bail bondsman.” 
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Bail bondsman. Geez, Louise, this was a frickin’ nightmare. | 
took a pew, literally, that’s what it looked like against the 
wall by the entrance. A couple of guys walked in and | 
recognised the undercover officer from the market the night 
before. 


He must have recognised me too, or else he was being 
polite. 


“Hey,” he said. 


“Hey,” | said back. God, he was still hot. He had quite a 
swagger on him. | felt wretched about my circumstances. 
Now would not be a good time to act flirtatious. 


| watched him go to the desk. Tito and the bail bondsman 
were talking in earnest. The undercover officer picked up 
the clipboard and scanned the notes. He looked over at me, 
an odd expression on his face. He dropped the clipboard 
back on the counter and walked into the recesses of the 
police station. 


To my right was a poster advertising Guns for Gay Bingo, 
Jack and Tito’s gay bingo party. Jack. Oh my God. He was 
going to be crushed. Twenty-four hours I’d been here and | 
was already making a mess of things. How the hell had it 
come to this? | was Harvard-educated and, okay, | fell for 
the wrong guy and was kinda between careers, but now | 
was sitting here with a pending court date with a judge. 


| let my head fall back against the wall. Tito walked over to 
me. 


“Let’s go, bro.” 


We walked outside. The City of Austin police station was on 
Eighth, not far from the bar, but | wasn’t too thrilled about 
Tito driving me back to the scene of the er, alleged crime. | 
was pleased, however, to see he had no intention of putting 
me back on the door. He took me inside and led me to the 
bar. The place was quiet. Tito told me we were closed for 
the night. 


Only a few stragglers remained. | checked the time, two 
a.m. 


“What’ll you have?” 
Another life. 


“You want a beer, or would you prefer a cocktail?” he asked. 
“We've got some excellent beer on tap right now. Austin 
Pale Ale, Hammerhead Porter, Fat Tire...” 


“Hammerhead sounds good.” | took a stool and Tito sat 
beside me. 


“Two Hammerheads, thanks, Jimmy,” he said. 


| stared at the tiki hut motif for the bar, and watched the bar 
backs washing glasses, impressed at how neat and tidy the 
whole operation was. 


Jimmy slid a beer towards me and winked. 
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“You did a really cool thing, Kevin.” 


Tito picked up his tall glass and tilted his head to the back of 
the club. | left my stool and followed him. | hadn’t been to 
the leather sofa section of the club yet. | detected the smell 
of fried chicken and my mouth watered. 


“You want some?” Tito signalled a waiter as we took a 
booth. The music was quieter here. Not that | minded the 
music. It was catchy fifties dance stuff. 


“Can you bring us a plate of tapas and a house special, 
please, Maria?” Tito put his hand on the beautiful young 
woman’s arm. “Maria, this is Kevin. Kevin, Maria is my 
cousin and she works a couple of hours a night here.” 


Maria surprised me by cupping my face in her hands. 
“Thank you for what you did.” 


| was certain | could see tears in her eyes as she took off. 
Tito and | took long pulls off our beer. God, it was good stuff. 
It went right to my head and | felt the tension ease just a 
little. 


“That was an incredible thing you did, Kevin, thank you.” 


“Tito...he was a jerk. He was beating up on his old lady. He 


a“ 


“His beard.” Tito took another sip. “He’s pushing to make it 
look like a hate crime, but | managed to convince the cops 
that you’re gay so it’s hardly a hate crime.” 


“They think it’s a hate crime?” | sputtered. 


“Not anymore. Some of the cops where surprised when | 
said you were gay. | guess they find it hard to believe a big, 


beefy, good-looking guy like you could be gay.” 
He took another sip, foam framing his top lip. 


“I think we can get it down to community service, nothing 
going on your record. | have some pull with the local cops. | 
don’t want you to worry. You took the fall for me. | won’t 
leave you hanging out to dry.” 


“Thanks.” | finished my beer and was ecstatic when Maria 
brought us each another round. 


“It was a bad scene what happened here,” Tito said when 
Maria left. She returned with our dishes. | sampled plump 
chilies stuffed with crab and cheese, round, puffy Pupusas, 
thicker fluffier versions of tortilla, packed with cheese, 
beans and spiced meat. The fried chicken was amazing as | 
dipped it in jalapeno gravy. 


“That’s actually antelope,” Tito told me. 

| thought I’d throw up on the spot. 
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“But they’re such beautiful creatures,” | said. 

“Yeah.” He popped a piece in his mouth. “And so tasty, too.” 


He laughed as | shook my head. 


“Seriously...we’re gonna get you through this and don’t 
think l'Il ever forget what you did for me. Next time, we'll 


just call the cops. Not that | hope there is another time.” Tito 
swirled his beer around his glass, his expression serious. 


“Tito...about your hand?” 
He looked at me. “What about it?” 
“You didn’t re-injure it slugging that bastard, did you?” 


He gave a slow smile and a shake of his head. “I can barely 
throw it,” he said. “I still can’t even make a fist with it.” He 
showed me. 


“You cover it up well,” | remarked, wishing | had another 
beer. He must have been a mind reader because he 
signalled Maria, who popped by with another round. 


“Do you read minds?” | asked him, regretting the stupid 
question as soon as | asked it. 


“| read signals. Signs.” 
“Hey, I’m a sign guy, too, Tito.” 


He smiled. “I kinda got that sense. You see, as a boxer, you 
learn to pick up signals...learn to read an action before it’s 
gonna happen. It helps in the ring.” 


Maria returned with our beers. 
“Thank you, sweetheart. Now go home. We'll clean up.” 


Tito waited until she was out of earshot. “I do cover it up 
well. Only Jack...and now you, know that my injury was 
really bad.” 


“What happened exactly?” 


He leant back in his seat and his eyes seemed to darken. “| 
took a fight in Mexico for a lot of money. My ex-wife asked 
me to do it. Her brother was promoting a bout. It was his 
first time as a promoter. | had a sort of name...a name that 
would sell tickets. I’d just met Jack and | was crazy about 
him. | couldn’t get my trainer to go with me on short notice, 
but my former brother-in-law said he’d organise somebody 
to do my hand wraps, get me ready for the ring. Jack was at 
the show but he wasn’t in the dressing room. 


“Anyway, | felt when the guy was wrapping me that he had 
no clue what he was doing. 


| argued with him. | didn’t want to take the fight. Jack came 
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take me straight to the airport. In hindsight, | wish we’d 
gone. But | pushed ahead with the fight because | was still 
trying to make nice with my ex. 


“They put the gloves on me and | broke my hand in the first 
round. | fought with the left for most of the fight. | felt the 
hand breaking a couple more times, right across the 
knuckles, as the rounds went on. | won by split decision but 
both my arms hurt like a motherfucker.” 


Maria had evidently ignored her cousin’s urgings because 
she returned, cleaning up our plates, leaving us with our 
beers. 


As soon as she was gone, he continued. “Turns out, there 
was no money. None of the fighters or officials ever got 


paid. | had no recourse since it was out of American 
jurisdiction. 


To top it off, there was no fight insurance. The papers | was 
sent were all fraudulent. | wanted to come home. Jack tried 
to talk me into going to a hospital, but | wanted to come 
home. | was in so much pain. My hand was three times its 
normal size.” 


He looked down at his still-ruined knuckles. “It hurt too 
much to cut off the bandages from the hand wraps. We 
came home and | wanted to go to my own doctor. | didn’t 
want to go to the emergency room. | ended up fighting with 
Jack. | went home. | went to bed and almost died. If Jack 
hadn’t busted down my front door, | would have died. He 
found me lying in a pool of blood. | had a thin red line going 
from my knuckle,” he ran his finger up his arm, “heading 
straight for my heart. Blood poisoning. It was a really bad 
tear on my knuckle and the bandages were dirty. The 
doctors later told me one more hour and it would have killed 
me.” 


“Oh...Tito.” 


He kept talking, as if purging a heavy load. “The only person 
who cared about what happened to me was Jack. He took 
me to the hospital. | was in there three weeks. They said | 
would lose my hand, but I didn’t. | gladly walked away from 
fighting again. 


“I want to hold my husband and my kids in both arms. The 
only person who is pissed that | had to give it all up is my 
ex,” 


He drained his beer. “I feel like the luckiest guy alive, Kevin. 
| have both my arms, my legs, and | have Jack.” His smile 


was tremulous. “He’s coming home. You feel like picking him 
up with me, or you want me to drop you home?” 


“I'll drop him off,” Jimmy said, coming towards us to collect 
our glasses. “You go have a nice romantic reunion with 
Jack.” 
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Tito grinned. “You okay with that?” 


“I insist.” | hugged Tito who thanked me again. He peeled 
off his house key from his key ring and handed it to me. I’d 
just realised how quiet the place was. 


“Are we the only ones here?” | asked Jimmy when Tito left. 


Jimmy nodded. “Well...Miguel’s here. Give me a few minutes 
and we can head home.” 


| went to the john, feeling very okay thanks to the beer. 
Hammered by Hammerhead. | found myself giggling. Boy, | 
really was drunk. Good thing | wasn’t driving. | took a slash 
in the very ritzy urinal and was still standing there, shaking 
off, my cock in my hand, when Jimmy and Miguel burst in. 


“Fuck!” Miguel said. “I Knew he’d have a big one.” 


“Fuck, yeah.” Jimmy stepped forward. My mouth hung down 
as they turned me around. 


“Very nice cock, Kevin. May I touch it?” Jimmy was on his 
knees, his hot breath waking up Mr. Happy. 


He licked the head. 


“Christ, you’re a hog.” Miguel pushed him aside. “Let me 
taste.” | looked down, watching these two hot guys arguing 
over sucking rights. It was the sweetest thing that had ever 
happened to me. 
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Chapter Three 


Jimmy had captured my cock head again with his lips and 
tongue. Miguel panted beside him. Wow. Cock whores! 
Looking all glassy-eyed over me! | heard a tap dripping but | 
didn’t care. Miguel got mad at Jimmy, shoving him aside 
again. He sucked me in with an assured pressure that had 
my spirit doing cartwheels. It felt nice and warm in his 
expert mouth. | enjoyed the sensations so much. | found 
myself hoping beyond hope that Jimmy would lick me too 
and when he couldn't nudge Miguel away, he started licking 
my shaft. 


Yes! 


They swapped places. As one sucked very slowly on the 
head pulling up and down on my cock, the other one lapped 
at my shaft. As the first hot mouth moved back to my rigid 
cock, the other one would zero in on the head. Jimmy 
unzipped my pants letting them fall to my thighs. He spat 
on my balls, using his fingers to massage them. He let his 
middle and forefingers rub them, making lazy eights as he 
took my balls in his mouth one at a time. He was so greedy 
he tried to take both into his mouth at the same time. The 
pressure and the pleasure were unbelievable. | focused on 
holding up my shirt and jacket so | could watch everything. 
The dripping sound was like a drum and | found myself in 
my own little movie. 


Miguel came off my cock and they both sucked my balls. | 
wanted to howl at the moon. 


| wanted to scream somebody’s name. Instead, | planted my 
feet further apart so | wouldn’t fall down. It was more action 


than I’d had in months and | was afraid of popping my cork 
right there and then. Jimmy took advantage of Miguel's 
absence and took over sucking my cock. Miguel licked my 
crotch, a lovely, hot gesture and came back to my shaft as 
Jimmy sucked on me. 


He was good, but Miguel was so much better. The idea that 
someone could walk in anytime just added to the 
excitement as | angled my cock back into Miguel's mouth. 


Jimmy licked my balls and shaft again, a finger moving to 
my ass. 


“Stick it in,” | urged. He snaked a finger into me as | started 
to come in Miguel's mouth. 


It was the most explosive orgasm ever. 


For some reason, | thought about the hot cop and stupidly, 
felt guilty. Why? | didn’t even know his name. 
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Jimmy drove me home. “You want a rematch any time, let us 
know,” Jimmy said as | got out of the car. 


“Are you and Miguel a couple?” I asked. 


“No, baby. We're bed buddies. We like threesomes. We like 
you. Like I said, any time.” 


“I’m gonna take you up on that.” | kissed him lightly on the 
lips. 


He was a sweet guy and the thought of taking them both on 
again was alluring. Wow. 


It had been an incredible night of highs and lows. But just 
thinking of tangling with Miguel and Jimmy took the edge 
right off the bad. 


Yeah, my brother was right. Some things were bigger in 
Texas. 


x OK OK OX 


Judge Jeremy Kapos was a no-nonsense guy who must have 
thought I'd pissed in his Wheaties. Me and everybody else 
who took their turn at his bench. Hoo-boy was he a cranky 
pants. He vented a lot of rage on various people who came 
before him with all kinds of cases. 


One guy was a chronic bus fare evader. He said he was poor 
and the judge responded with a two hundred and fifty dollar 
fine. 


There was also a young guy who liked to drink in the local 
park after sunset, apparently a big no-no. He got a 
whopping big fine of a couple grand. A nineteen-year-old girl 
was there for not complying with court-ordered community 
service, Alcoholics Anonymous sessions and Mothers 
Against Drunk Driving classes. She was told to pay six 
thousand dollars in fines or take ten days in jail. She quickly 
opted for jail. It shocked me that a girl so young could be so 
jaded. She was so blasé. | wondered how bad her life could 
be that she seemed to prefer jail to being free. | was even 
more surprised when two bailiffs appeared and led her away 
through a side door right on the spot. 


My knees shook when a bailiff announced my name. | stood 
at the wooden bar separating the defendants from the 


judge. | listened as he banged on about intolerance, until | 
pointed out that | was gay and, therefore, could not be 
considered intolerant. 


“Are you arguing with me, young man?” 

“No, Sir.” 

“Sounds like it to me.” 

“But I’m not, Sir.” 
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“You're doing it now. You’re arguing with me.” 


| glanced over at my brother who sat in the back. He had 
arrived late and couldn’t sit beside me. He seemed torn 
between laughter and incredulity. 


In the end the judge sentenced me to forty hours of 
community service. He gave me the choice of roadside trash 
collecting, graffiti removal or working for a gay church’s 
outreach programme. 


Before | could respond, he rapped his gavel. 


“You are a teacher, | see. We could use a guy like you in our 
system here. I’m sentencing you to community service at 
the gay church.” He read some papers in front of him. “They 
have a kids’ gym and they need a guy who’s in shape.” 


A kids’ gym. That didn’t sound too bad. So why was the old 
coot grinning? 


“What’s the problem?” Judge Kapos snapped. “Didn’t you 
hear me?” 


“Yes, Sir. | heard you.” 


“Well, get a move on then.” He slapped some papers into 
my folder and handed it to the bailiff. “You need to start this 
week and the church elders will sign off on each hour 
served. | expect to see you back here in sixty days. | want 
you fully compliant by then. Is that clear?” 


“Yes,” | said. | felt the burden of his stare. “Sir.” 


“Hmmm...” | knew he was contemplating a different kind of 
Texas justice and | scooted out of there before he could add 
more hours to my service record. Or possibly assign me to a 
chain gang. 


Out in the hall, | rushed to the window where | was 
Supposed to pick up the church information. 


Jack squeezed into the small space beside me as the clerk 
yelled at me from behind a few inches of bullet-proof glass. 
She showed me a bunch of papers that | had to give to 
Father Thomas at Saint Agnes’ Church. 


“He will mark off all the hours served. He will place a stamp 
on each hour’s record. Do you understand?” 


“Yes,” | shouted back. 

“So don’t attempt to doctor these records. We will know.” 
“Understood.” 
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She gave me a Sharp-eyed look. She had a bit of the judge’s 
haughtiness and | wondered if they were kin. 


“When you have fulfilled your obligation to the court, you 
need to come back by...” she tapped at her computer 
keyboard with a long, hideously fake lime-green talon, 
“October twenty-fifth.” 


She slid the papers to me under the window barrier and | 
grabbed them. 


“Kev, I’m so sorry,” Jack said as we left the courthouse. 
“Don’t be. A kids’ gym. How bad can it be?” 


“Might be fun. Who knows, there might be some cute single 
gay dads looking for a hot guy.” 


“Yeah, right.” 
“No, I’m serious. Hey, let’s grab some lunch.” 


| was actually relieved to have the ordeal over with and 
could now enjoy the luxury of having my brother to myself 
for a couple of days. It was Tito’s turn to fly and Jack missed 
him badly, | could tell. He drove me out of the city limits 
towards Barton Springs, where I’d gone running with Tito. 


“Isn't it a wonderful place?” Jack grinned. “Last summer, 
Tito and | brought the boys to swim at the pool here. It’s 
amazing on those hot nights. You’ll see. Oh look, wait until 
you try the chicken here.” 


He swerved into the crowded parking lot of a restaurant 
called the Shady Grove. The restaurant, too, was packed. 


There was no trace of snow or rain, just brilliant, beautiful 
sunshine. We grabbed an outdoor table, ordered fried 
chicken sandwiches and at Jack’s insistence, two Shady 
Thangs. He told me they were killer margaritas. 


They arrived quickly and it was a good thing Jimmy and 
Miguel weren’t around. That drink made me think of doing 
plenty of shady thangs with those wild guys. 


“The secret ingredient is cognac,” Jack told me. 


“Cognac?” | pondered a second drink, but we were working 
that night. 


| tore off pieces of bread, crumbled it and tossed the pieces 
to the big, bossy blackbirds watching us from a wagon 
wheel decorating the bricked garden. 


“Are you Okay about everything?” Jack asked. 
| nodded. 
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Tito would be returning the following day with his two 
children. All | Knew was that they were two boys, seven and 
eight years old. 


“Is he picking them up from where they live?” 


Jack shook his head. “No, the police station, the one where 
you were booked. The kids live in Killeen, which is about a 
forty-five-minute drive out-of-town. It’s a nice, rural place. 


They boys live on the ranch Tito bought with his first 
championship money. They have horses and cattle. He gave 
it all to their mom.” 


“Maybe I can take them to the kids’ gym,” I said. “lII call 
there tomorrow and check it all out.” 


Jack smiled. “Just don’t let Chero do any boxing or Tito will 
kill you.” 


“Chero?” 


“That’s his nickname. He’s the eight year old. He is a horse 
fanatic and got the nickname Ranchero, Chero for short. His 
brother Juan, or as we call him Juanito, is more the artistic 
type. They’re very sweet kids.” 


“Are they accepting of you?” 


“No, not really.” Jack looked despondent. “I think their 
mother trashes me relentlessly to them. Each time they 
arrive, they’re little meanies. By the time they leave, they’re 
sobbing their hearts out. They love their dad and | know 
they do like me. We hang out. | see them relaxing just as it’s 
time for them to leave. | wish she would just quit putting us 
down to the boys.” 


“Do you have much to do with her?” | asked. 


He shrugged. “She pulled a stupid stunt with the restraining 
order and so now she can’t contact us. | know it upsets her. 
She used to call me and I'd put the kids right on the phone. 
She’s done everything she can to be difficult and horrible. 
She sends the kids to us in the smallest, oldest clothing. 
They’ve come to us sick before.” 


Jack finished his last French fry and thumbed up a crumb. 
“It’s an old trick divorcing couples pull. | used to send the 
boys home in nice, new clothing that we never saw again. It 
kills me to send them home in tight, old stuff, but Tito and | 
can’t keep buying things we never see again.” 


“I’m so sorry, Jack.” 
THE BOUNCER 

A.J. Llewellyn 

35 


“Yeah, me too. | can’t wait until we can have the kids for 
longer stretches. He’s a wonderful father. Tito breaks down 
every time we take the kids to the police station. He holds 
up just fine until we drive away. It breaks my heart. It’s just 
so sad.” 


“It’s no easier whether it’s a gay divorce or a straight one, is 
it?” | asked. 


“No, you’re right. When | met Tito, his wife had a boyfriend 
and he was way deep in the closet. He had a boyfriend but 
something happened when we met...” 


“Hey, | know. | see it between you.” 


| put my hand across the table and touched my brother’s. 
“You love each other. I’m here now. And l'm going to stay. 
Somehow, some way, this will all work out. Chero and 
Juanito will demand to spend more time with you and Tito as 
they get older. | just know it.” 


Jack blinked away the tears in his eyes. “Mom hasn’t even 
met them and they would love her. When she came out 


here, we were between visits and Tito’s ex came up with 
some excuse not to let them come. | really love those boys. 
More than anything, | love seeing how Tito is with them.” 


| smiled. Jack was so in love. It was a beautiful thing. His cell 
phone rang. 


“Your husband?” | asked. He nodded and just like that, the 
sun was out again. 


x OK kK OX 


Chero and Juanito were shy, sturdy little boys who looked a 
lot happier to see Jack than he’d led me to believe. They 
hugged him, then turned to me. 


“Are you the bouncer?” little Juanito asked. 


He was a cutie pie with a slightly sleepy eye. Something 
about him ripped at me. | wanted to protect him from the 
world the second we met. 


“Yes,” | said, laughing. 


“Wow. Can | feel your muscles?” He ran to me, Chero right 
beside him as | hunkered down and let them feel my arms. 


Tito laughed. “I told you, didn’t I?” 


We stood outside the police station where the boys’ uncle 
had dropped them off. | looked around for the undercover 
cop. Something about him intrigued me, but he wasn’t 
around. 


The boys wanted to go to Home Slice, which they said 
served the best pizza in Austin. 
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“You haven't been to Home Slice yet?” Chero asked me as 
we drove down South Congress. “Oh, then you haven't 
lived.” 


| caught Tito’s gaze in the rear view mirror and we grinned 
at each other. 


At the tiny, but significantly fragrant pizza parlour, a huge 
sign read, Open your Pie Hole. We all did just that, opting for 
Slices of different pizzas. The boys begged for Mexican 
Cokes. Tito and Jack allowed them one each. 


“They’re made with cane sugar and are very, very sweet,” 
Tito told me. “I grew up on them.” 


| found that my favourite pizza was the one that initially 
sounded gross. Chopped clams. Chero and | both loved that 
pie and had to share the last slice, since they were all out of 
fresh clams for the moment. 


We wandered across the road to Hey Cupcake!, a silver food 
van that had been serving cupcakes to the city for over ten 
years. The boys wanted Michael Jackson cupcakes, which 
turned out to be chocolate bottoms with vanilla frosting. 
They ate as we walked along the magnificent bridge 
overlooking Lady Bird Lake. 


“In the summer, bats hang from this bridge and everybody 
lines up to watch them. Bats from all over the world migrate 
here and breed,” Tito told me. 


Juanito tugged at my shirt-sleeve. “I love bats,” he told me 
and | swung him up into my arms and up onto my shoulder. 


“Daddy, daddy,” he yelled. “I can see our house from here!” 


x kK OK x 


Tito and Jack barbecued an early dinner of steaks and 
hamburgers for the boys that night. Auntie Vero, her 
husband Juan, Maria and her husband Carlos and their two 
children came over. | laughed, watching the kids playing 
soccer and jumping on the trampoline erected in the 
backyard. Maria’s two-year-old daughter Camille kept 
peeling off her pants and pull-ups to run around the house 
butt naked. 


“She’s a handful,” Maria said, pushing her hair out of her 
eyes and chasing after her wayward daughter. 


“They’re all great kids,” | told my brother who was busy 
Skewering gigantic prawns on bamboo sticks. 
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“We squeeze a lot into their overnight visits. We want to 
make sure Chero and Juanito get to see their cousins.” He 
grinned at me. “The boys adore you, Kev.” 


“| adore them.” 


Popping a stuffed mushroom into my mouth, I took the 
opportunity to call Father Thomas at the gay church. He 
asked me to come over the following morning, Saturday, 
when they would have somebody to teach me the ropes of 
the kids’ gym. | found myself looking forward to it. | 
showered and got ready to go to work. | hated leaving the 


kids, but | was glad that it meant that both Tito and Jack 
could stay and enjoy the boys’ company. Up until now, 
they’d had to switch off. 


Juanito and Chero cried when | left for work. Miguel waited 
out front for me and | hugged the boys, promising I’d come 
back. 


| couldn’t believe how sweet they were and | couldn’t wait to 
spend more time with them in the future. Hard to believe 
they were leaving the following day. 


It was a busy, but thankfully uneventful night. Tito showed 
up around ten, just to let his clients, and his staff, know he 
cared. He had a magnificent energy around people and | 
had a feeling he must have been quite a presence as a 
boxing champion. 


He ran back outside. “Everything all right?” he asked me. 
“Sure, no problems. Get back to those boys.” 


He grinned at me. “They’re watching American Idol with 
Jack.” 


“Is that still on? | thought it was over around nine o’clock?” 


“Jack TiVo’d it for them. It’s the third time they're watching 
it.” 

God bless Jack. “You have a wonderful family, Tito.” 

“I do, don’t I?” He ran to his car and | sighed. | didn’t mind 


being on the door. | minded not having a nice warm body to 
go home to. 


As we wrapped things up for the night, Jimmy and Miguel 
approached me. 


“You wanna come play?” Jimmy asked. 
“Can we take a rain check? How about tomorrow night?” 
“Sure. We'll hold you to it,” Miguel said. 


We all grinned at each other. Crazy as it was, | wanted to 
get home to the boys. | knew they’d be asleep since it was 
now two a.m., but | hoped they’d wake up early so we could 
hang out and play. | wondered how the hell Tito woke up 
every morning without his kids. 


Divorce was one hell of a mind fuck, that’s for sure. 
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x k OK OX 


The boys started running around at five o’clock in the 
morning. | was half asleep but I threw on my jeans and a 
sweater as they opened up the toy chest in their room. We 
built a fort of towels, bedding and sofa cushions. 


| heard my brother making some comment about how 
pleased he was that Chero and Juanito had found somebody 
their own age to play with. | didn’t care. We made the 
perfect fort with tunnels and a cave made of Lego. Tito was 
impressed when he crawled in to test it out. Jack served up 
a breakfast of waffles and sausages inside the fort. The boys 


were ecstatic when their dad said the fort could stay up until 
their next visit. 


We had great fun until lunchtime approached. The tension 
was So thick it was almost unbearable. The boys wanted 
empanadas at some café Tito and Jack had introduced them 
to, and we all climbed into the car. | noticed my brother 
Slipping the boys’ backpacks into the trunk, his expression 
bleak. 


| wished | could have told him they’d packed a lot of love 
and a ton of fun into twenty-four hours, but there was no 
chance. The boys wanted to listen to Lady Gaga and knew 
all her lyrics, screaming out loud the whole way down Fifth 
Street. It seemed to let off some steam for everybody. 


Café Mundi was a wonderful little hideaway with Buddha 
statues decorating its pebbled garden out front. The sign 
read, Hard to Find, Easy to Love. The vibe however, was Sad. 
The owners, who came out to greet us, told us their lease 
was up and they'd be relocating. All the patrons seemed 
devastated, but the boys cheered up at the arrival of warm, 
puffy empanadas. Some were stuffed with pumpkin. 


“It’s like having Christmas in my mouth,” Chero said. The 
lamb empanadas were also good, but my favourites were 
the apple. These came with honey butter. We wondered into 
Breakaway Records next door to ‘check out the vinyl’ as 
Chero said. 


That kid cracked me up. All too soon, we’d finished our food 
and drinks and it was time to head to the police station. 


| drove, Jack sitting beside me, staring in mute misery out 
the window, while the boys sobbed in the backseat, draped 
over their father. It was horrendous. When we arrived, the 


boys clung to him, their hysteria mounting. It was the most 
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witnessed. | helped Jack take the boys inside as Tito, 
absolutely broken by the separation, stayed outside, one of 
the officers coming out to talk to him. It was only when I'd 
handed off Chero to his uncle that | came out and saw it was 
the undercover officer who was talking to Tito. 


Some energy passed between us. He opened his mouth to 
say something, but the boys’ 


screams pierced the air. 
“What’s he doing to them?” Tito asked. 


“Nothing,” the cop and | said in unison. | put a steadying 
hand on his chest. | didn’t want him going after the boys’ 
uncle. Jack came out stiffly, blinking back tears. The boys’ 


uncle drove them away, Tito and Jack clinging to one 
another. 


The cop seemed very nice. 

“You okay to drive them?” he asked me. 
| nodded. 

“I’m Cruz Dixon.” He held out his hand. 


“Kevin Branigan.” We shook hands and my body shifted off 
its axis, sort of how the earth did thanks to the Chilean 
earthquake. 


“Nice to meet you, Kevin.” 


He let go of my hand after what seemed like an hour but 
was, in reality, only seconds. 


Several seconds of pure bliss. 


| drove the three of us back to the house, but none of us felt 
like being there. 


“The house feels so empty without them,” Jack said. 


“Let’s go for a run,” Tito suggested. We threw on our sweats 
and took a run around the streets near their house. 
Pounding the pavement felt good. Tears stung my cheeks 
and | vowed to find a way to bring the boys home to their 
father for longer visits. | liked running with Tito and Jack. We 
all kept pace and we made it back home, subdued but 
feeling a lot better than when we'd started. 


| found myself thinking about Cruz Dixon. | rolled his name 
around my brain and found that | liked it. It felt comfortable 
there. 


x OK OK OX 
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Jack dropped me at Saint Agnes’ church in the afternoon. It 
was a pretty sandstone affair, but not located in the gay 
district, according to Jack who told me to call him when | 
needed a ride home. 


Father Thomas was waiting for me in the playground to the 
left of the building. A lot of trees stood outside, all with their 
leaves gone and one lone, blackbird sitting atop a tall 
branch. | wondered, if like Juanito, he could see his house 
from here. 


As Father Thomas and I shook hands, | was surprised to see 
a clean, well-painted basketball court and a game currently 
in progress. 


Cruz Dixon was right in the middle of it. He glanced at me, 
glanced away and back again. He was shocked to see me 
here. He took a basketball to the head and his attention 
reverted to the game. Man, my heart was thumping as | 
tried to focus on Father Thomas. 


He was a robust, cherry-cheeked man who was very 
welcoming. 


“Did Judge Kapos tell you much about the kids’ gym?” 
| shook my head. 


He started to look uncomfortable as he led me around the 
back of the building. There was a row of small, new-looking 
cottages. 


“We have Spanish-language classes for parents and 
children, parenting classes and a kids’ gym. | do wish he’d 
told you more, but anyway...” 


He flung open the door and | stared at a room painted in 
primary colours with slides, play stations and...a handful 
of... 


Toddlers! 


“This is Steve and you can watch what he does and 
tomorrow, you can pick up the class yourself, okay?” Father 
Thomas asked. He picked up his skirts and ran like a girl. 


Oh my God. Toddlers! 


Steve shook my hand and asked me to join him at the head 
of the small group. | counted six children and eight parents. 
| removed my shoes, wrote my name on a sticky tag and 
Slapped it to my chest. The kids were in various stages of 
development, but | spotted the cry-baby of the group 
immediately. 


Little Vanessa wept about everything. 


We started off sitting cross-legged in a group singing a 
welcome song. Steve led the charge and | kept a smile on 
my face even though | had just realised | would be required 
to take over and sing tomorrow. 
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| was amazed how all the kids not only knew the lyrics to 
every song, but also anticipated each short routine they did. 
They crawled through tunnels, slid down slippery slopes and 
gave each other paper flowers and butterflies. It was very 
clever. Each activity seemed designed to teach the kids to 
make decisions for themselves and to share with others, all 
in one go. 


Vanessa, however, cried openly and often. | noticed 
everybody else ignored her. Only her mother looked 
burdened, constantly jostling her out of copious tantrums. 


As Steve moved from one routine to the next, | wondered 
about his frantic pace but realised the guy was brilliant. He 
never stopped moving so his little charges never got bored. 
He didn’t give them a chance. 


He cleaned up each section as he went along, with my help 
and with the children who seemed to take genuine pleasure 
in the cleanup routines that came accompanied with a song 
that will forever be burned in my mind: 


Clean up, clean up, everybody every day, clean up, 
everybody does their share. 


Steve closed the session with a sweet little goodbye song, 

blowing bubbles to everybody. It was a magical way to end 
the class, the kids all jumping onto a rainbow-coloured silk 
sheet as they chased elusive bubbles. Vanessa reached for 
a huge one with a pointed finger and missed. 


Of course, she cried. 


“FIL be here tomorrow to help you out,” Steve told me. “But 
you seemed to catch on quick.” 


“What about the crying kid, Vanessa?” 


“She’s pretty new but I’ve learnt that in life, there’s always 
one cry-baby. She is our cry-baby.” 


Outside, | found Cruz Dixon talking to Father Thomas. | felt 
my body temperature go up a few degrees and could hardly 
focus on what the priest was saying. As soon as he walked 
away from us, Cruz hit me up for coffee. 


“You got time?” 


“I sure do.” | think my knees actually wobbled. 


We walked across the street to a new mall, the kind that still 
needed some personal touches, but in a few months, would 

seem as if it had always been there. There was a small THE 
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coffee shop tucked into the arched walkway. | was surprised 
to see a leafy courtyard with a fountain, chairs and tables, 
hanging baskets and me, with Mr. Hotty. 


Cruz and | took a seat and fired a bunch of questions at 
each other before we even got to coffee. We established we 
were both single and gay, and he suddenly asked me why | 
took the fall for Tito. 


“I know he hit him, not that | can blame him.” 
“How did you know?” 


He shrugged. “He’s an honest guy, you know. He hated 
letting you do it, but under the circumstances, with his 
nasty divorce, he had no choice.” 


“That’s why | did it. He’s family. | don’t want him to lose 
what little access he has to his kids. | hope all this is off the 
record.” 


“Of course.” He shrugged. “I had to ask. I’m about to have 
coffee with a guy doing community service.” 


“Be thankful I’m not doing garbage duty,” | quipped. “Then 
you might have cause for complaint.” 


He laughed. “How do you take your coffee?” 


As he went inside, | marvelled over how nice he was. But 
everybody’s nice in the beginning. In the beginning, you 
meet people’s agents. It’s only over time you get to meet 
the client, the real person behind the charming 
representative. 


Cruz returned and | focused on him. A career cop, he told 
me his family lived in Dallas, his brother was a cop, his 
sister was a Cop. 


“The only one who is not on the force is my mom.” 
“What brought you to Austin?” 


“Being gay.” He sipped his coffee. “Austin’s the most liberal 
of all the Texas cities.” 


“I keep hearing that. You had any luck meeting anyone?” 


He smiled. “No. And I’m not going out with you until you 
complete your community service.” 


| nodded, trying not to feel disappointed. The love game 
sure blew monkey chunks sometimes. He offered to drive 
me home, but | chose to walk. It would have been too hard 
to be in a car with such a swell guy knowing he wouldn’t go 
out with me. 


Where are your balls, Branigan? 
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When I went home and told Tito and Jack about the class, 
they laughed, calling me Kindergarten Cop. None of us 


talked about the boys. It was too distressing. We got ready 
for work and went to Tiki Tito for a very early dinner, the 
entire staff eating family-style. 


It was a wonderful idea. Tito told me they did this a few 
times a week so everybody could sample the specials and 
bring up any problems. 


“Heavy on the guacamole, please,” Tito told Maria, who 
Slapped some onto his plate and passed the bowl to me. We 
had a live Flamenco band that night, complete with drag 
queen dancers and it put us all in a better mood. 


| told Tito to dance with Jack and all the other fun couples 
while | manned the door. 


“You're going to get an hour off at ten when the other guy 
comes in,” Tito told me. 


“You should come in, relax, get some supper. Maria will 
bring it to you right away.” 


Sounded good to me. 


| was surprised, elated, then pretty disappointed to see Cruz 
Dixon arrive half an hour later with another guy. He greeted 
me in a friendly way and they went inside. My newly hoppity 
mood changed, and when they left about an hour later, | 
grunted when he said goodbye. It did not feel good to see 
my sweet crush walking down the street with another man. 
It felt like he was rubbing it in my face. Of all the gin joints 
in all the world...he had to come to mine? 


At the end of the night, | had no trouble saying yes to Jimmy 
and Miguel. Hell, | was looking forward to forgetting all 
about Cruz Dixon and his Mr. Fancy Pants Man. 


Jimmy drove, Miguel following in his junked-out old Dodge 
Dart. It was hunter green, with most of the padding on the 
backseat worn out. | could also see the road through rust 
holes in the floor and | tried not to panic. Jimmy’s apartment 
turned out to be not too far from Tito and Jack’s, according 
to him. 


It was an old cinder-block building, his unit the first one to 
the left on the ground floor. 


We went inside and | had to blink a couple of times. It was a 
high-tech paradise of wall-to-wall music CDs and DVDs on 
chrome shelving with speakers and screens mounted 
everywhere. 


He also had the biggest flat screen TV I’d ever seen 
mounted on the wall. 


Miguel approached me from behind, wrapping his arms 
around me. | reached back, pulling him to me, my hands 
Cupping his ass from behind. 
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Cruz’s face swam in my mind. | pushed his image away. 
He’d been with another guy. 


He wouldn’t date me. Boy, did | feel crushed. | had no idea if 
| could wait until I'd completed all of my community service. 


My playmates kept their attention on me and | felt | owed 
them a returned favour as Jimmy stepped forward and 
kissed me. 
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Chapter Four 


I was lunch meat. 


Things grew hot, very fast. As Miguel peeled off my suit 
jacket, Jimmy went for the main course. He sucked my cock 
through the open zipper of my pants. Miguel tugged my 
Shirt tail out of my pants as | unbuttoned it. His mouth went 
to one of my nipples, then the other as my shirt fell to the 
floor. 


“You wanna watch some gay porn?” he asked. 


| didn’t care. As far as | was concerned, we were making gay 
porn, but | liked what suddenly showed up on screen. | saw 
the credits for Heaven to Hell. d never seen it and knew it 
featured my favourite gay porn star Matthew Rush fucking 
Erik Rhodes. 


“Mind if we tie you to the bed?” Jimmy asked as he pressed 
a remote control and a huge, round bed shot out from the 
wall. | wished it had been Cruz wanting to get down and 
dirty with me. 


Stop thinking about him. He’s with another guy! 


| would have laughed when | saw the bed, except that it was 
covered in red velvet and my mind was already getting 
blown, along with my cock, which was getting some decent 
attention from Miguel, crouching between my legs. 


Before | could respond, they led me to the bed. They tied 
my hands to corner posts behind me and | lay there, my 
cock pointing to the ceiling as | heard them giggling and 


chatting someplace else. It occurred to me they could slice 
and dice me like the guy on Dexter, but | wasn’t afraid. 


| watched the screen action as a slick muscle-god 
approached a second man. | recognised the first guy as 
Brad Patton. He wore feathery angel wings and a glitter g- 
String. 


The second guy removed the g-string and began gorging on 
the huge cock before him. Five seconds later, Miguel 
appeared in the same identical outfit. 


Fuck! | raised my head, unable to remove the g-string with 
anything but my mouth. | nudged the fabric aside, thanking 
God for big boys because Miguel was hung. Hung! The 
sights and sounds of all the licking and sucking on the 
screens around me and from the speakers were a huge turn 
on. | Saw a devil appear on screen and Jimmy came to me 
with his devil ears and hot cock, also needing some 
appreciation. 
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| wanted to fuck Miguel badly. He rolled a condom onto my 
cock and lowered himself onto me. | fought the restraints 
but | was tied up tightly and had no choice but to ride this 
one out the way my own personal angel and demon wanted 
me to. 


Miguel rode me like a badass, his feathers dropping, 
reminding me of the snow my first day in Austin. | came 
hard and deep inside him as Jimmy fed me his cock. 


On screen, Matthew Rush had Erik Rhodes on his knees, 
eating his ass out from behind. 


“Please,” | begged Jimmy. They untied me and Miguel 
pushed Jimmy to his knees. 


“Feed the hungry man,” he urged Jimmy who edged his ass 
up. My face went right to that hot, tight little hole. | watched 
Erik Rhodes reacting with genuine pleasure at the oral 
workout he was getting and could tell Jimmy enjoyed his, 
too. Miguel took off the used condom from my still-raging 
cock and began stroking and sucking me. | felt | had to keep 
up with Matthew Rush and show Jimmy what was what. 


“Fuck me! Fuck me,” he chanted, and with a fresh rubber 
slithered over my raging shaft, | entered that sweet, hot 
hole. 


Jimmy and | rocked one another to mutual heights. It was 
heaven, no sign of hell...until | thought again about Cruz. 
What the hell was wrong with me? 


| grabbed both of their cocks, just like the guy on the 
screen, and sucked off my hot little whores at the same 
time. They writhed and moaned in pleasure. It was the 
dirtiest, sexiest thing I’d ever done. 


Miguel, Jimmy and I played until the sun rose. | left them in 
bed, asleep in each other’s arms and walked home, 
wondering why I couldn’t push the marble with the nametag 
Cruz Dixon from my mind. However hard | tried, it kept 
pushing at me, punishing me. Cruz. 


Damn it. | wondered if he’d spent the night getting any. And 
| wondered why | cared. 


x OK OK OX 


My phone rang at five a.m. 
“Hey,” a voice said. 
“Hey,” | said back, trying to sort out who it was. 


“It’s Cruz. | just finished working. You wanna meet for 
breakfast?” 


“Won't your boyfriend object?” 
“My boyfriend?” 
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“The one you came to my bar with.” | tried to keep the 
bitterness out of my voice. 


A pause. “That was my partner. We're working the gay bingo 
night there. We had stuff to discuss.” 


“Oh.” 


“Did | wake you? Only...| thought you would maybe still be 
awake, since you just finished work a couple of hours ago.” 


“No. | was asleep.” 
“Sorry, Kevin. I—“ 
“Don’t be. Where you wanna meet?” 


“Come over to my place. I’m going to make eggs and bacon. 
You like honey butter?” 


“You just sealed the deal.” 


He told me how to get to his house, just a couple of blocks 
away, as it turned out. | felt guilty about my activities with 
Jimmy and Miguel. | had nothing to feel guilty over. | 
showered, brushed my teeth, ran a comb through my hair 
and walked over to his place. | heard a dog barking inside as 
| approached the door. As soon as Cruz opened it, a huge 
Doberman puppy hurled himself at me. 


“That’s Luigi,” he said. “I hope you like dogs. | hope you like 
Luigi jumped up and licked my face. | laughed and caught 
the gangly guy in my arms. 

“He steals all my moves,” Cruz said. 


| tried to put the dog down but he was strong. | loved the 
smell of puppy tongue as he licked my face passionately. 
Cruz struggled to pull the dog away from me. 


He finally managed, Luigi skidding across a new-looking 
hardwood floor. 


“I did it myself,” Cruz said. He opened the back door, letting 
Luigi out. When he turned back around to me, | wanted to 
kiss him. 


He leaned into me. 
“I’ve never kissed a bad guy before.” 


Shoving him against the wall, | muttered, “Now’s your 
chance.” 


The kiss surprised me. | got hard the second our mouths 
met. | felt his cock hardening against my belly. There was no 
way we were going to have breakfast without somebody 
getting fucked. 


“God,” he said. “This was a mistake.” 

“A mistake? Why?” 
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“I can’t keep my hands off you.” 

“You don’t have to.” 

| held him to me and he kissed me back, hard. 
“Kevin...” 

“You want me to leave?” 

“I want you to fuck me. | want you to be real.” 

“I’m real.” | struggled to figure out what was up with this 
guy. “You've been hurt,” | said, groping for clues to read 
him. 

“Badly.” 

“We all have.” 


“This is a Small town. If it doesn’t work out for us, it could be 
bad.” 


“Give me a chance.” 
“I will. Just give me...time.” 


“Okay,” | said, not sure whether to stay or go. | chose to 
stay. | knew he was a lot like me. He would use the excuse 
of a hot grope to stay away, to isolate. 


“Let’s have breakfast,” | said. 

His fingers strayed to my cock. 

“It’s beautiful.” He stroked the fabric of my jeans. 
My cock would go down...eventually. 


We made breakfast together, the two of us woozy from lack 
of sleep and sexual excitement. We kept kissing and 
hugging each other. Luigi kept skidding and dancing around 
us. | wanted to make Cruz feel good. | wanted to make an 
impact. | unbuttoned his fly, felt the smooth cotton of his 
boxer briefs and liberated his cock. Oh, it was delicious 
looking. | wanted it with honey butter. 


He was shocked when | reached into the tub on the counter, 
swiped a finger full, and smeared it on his cock. | got to my 
knees on his kitchen floor and sucked him with relish. 


Cruz was a lovely, noisy lover who clearly hadn’t had head 
for a while. He didn’t know what to do with himself. | tried to 
make it last, but he came so hard and fast, he flooded my 
throat. He tried to pull away as he came, but | kept him 
steady by grabbing his hips. 


| loved the taste and feel of him, and | knew nothing felt 
better than coming in a man’s mouth. Or ass. He shook in 
my arms as | held him. 


“Don’t pull away from me,” | said. 
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It took us a few seconds to realise that Luigi had hauled 
himself up to the counter and eaten every last bite of food. 


| held Cruz in my arms as we laughed. | couldn’t resist 
letting one hand stray down to curl around his magnificent 
cock. 


“You're the first guy I’ve met in a long time who likes to 
Swallow,” he said. 


“Where’s the bedroom?” | asked, against his mouth. 
“Not this time.” 


“Okay.” We kissed a little more, but I already sensed him 
pulling back. | had to give him time. | hated it, but | was 
willing to do it. 


| walked back home feeling giddy and worried all at the 
same time. 


x OK OK OX 


Over a late breakfast, Jack and Tito teased me quite a bit 
about Jimmy and Miguel. 


“That’s a man’s fantasy, a threesome,” Tito said. 


“Are you trying to tell me something?” Jack asked, his 
expression indignant. 


“No, no, querido. l'm just saying.” 


Jack narrowed his eyes at his husband. “After | drop Kevin off 
at the church, you can make that comment up to me.” 


Tito laughed. “With pleasure.” As Jack slid into his arms, Tito 
glanced at me. 


“I kinda thought you liked that cop, Cruz Dixon.” 


“What cop?” Jack perked instantly. “Do | smell romance on 
the air?” 


“Yeah, | like him. A lot.” | swigged my coffee. | told them 
about my morning. They couldn’t believe it. 


“You got lucky last night and this morning?” Jack asked. “My 
brother’s a stud!” 


“Į really like him.” | moaned. “Really like him. | get mixed 
Signals.” 


“Welcome to the land of gay dating,” Tito muttered. 
“Guys...” he stopped himself as my brother’s eyes 
narrowed. 


“You gotta give him time, Kev. You just met him,” my brother 
reminded me. 


“Yeah, | know you're right.” But | knew, just knew Cruz was 
the guy for me. | could see myself waking up with him every 
day for the rest of my life. 
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Tito touched my hand. “I saw something there, Kevin. When 
you two are near each other. It’s there. The spark.” 


“Really?” | felt a ripple of joy, but quickly snuffed it. 


“Sure | did. In fact...l think | saw some electricity...smoke, 
even. | told you I’m pretty good at reading signs.” 


| would have kept discussing the issue, thrashing it to death 
in fact, but | was about to run late and Jack had the keys in 
his hand. Back at the church, | was nervous about taking my 
first group and found myself sighing inwardly when | saw 
that Vanessa was one of the first to arrive. She and her 
mom were outside the room. Out on the basketball court, | 
saw Cruz playing with a couple of kids and caught his gaze. 


He stopped playing. The ball bounced off his chest. His face 
reddened and he turned away just as | was going to ask if 
he wanted to meet for coffee afterwards. | kept walking. 


“Waaahhh...” Vanessa was crying already. 


| turned my attention to my group. Ten kids. | was glad 
Steve was there, and as we sang the songs together, | found 
that l’d remembered the lyrics . 


As Steve and I packed up the first routine, and moved onto 
the second, he said, 


“Remembering the lyrics isn’t a problem. Forgetting them is 
a different story.” 


| ran through the entire repertoire, panicking when Vanessa 
screamed and wept over a simple routine she’d done 
effortlessly the day before. For a moment, there was silence 
as | bent and picked up the squalling girl. She had on a thick 
layer of diapers and she smelt poopy. 


“She needs to be changed,” | told her mom who shook her 
head. 


“I don’t change her in the middle of a class. She always 
needs to go. So I put on an extra diaper.” 


No wonder she cried all the time. 


“I'll change her,” | said as the kid bawled buckets in my 
arms. 


Vanessa’s mom looked shocked. 
“No, | can do it.” 


She was back in a flash, Vanessa dry-eyed for a change. In 
the doorway, Father Thomas watched me. I gave hima 
wave. 


“Everybody, Father Thomas is here. Who wants Father 
Thomas to blow bubbles?” 


“Meee!” the kids screamed. 
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| had no idea if it was okay to go off the unwritten script this 
way, but he came into the room, making the kids ecstatic 
when he took part in the farewell song. From the doorway, | 
felt | was being watched but when | looked, nobody was 
there. 


Stop thinking about Cruz Dixon. 


We wound up the class, everyone applauded and after the 
kids and their parents left, Father Thomas and Steve told me 
I'd done very well. 


| felt proud and pleased. Cruz wasn’t hanging out, waiting 
for me. | even checked over the road at our coffee shop. 
Man, | was falling hard for this guy. It was bad. But good. | 
felt good that | could have these feelings again. | had to 
believe time was on my side. | didn’t call my brother. | 
walked home, feeling like maybe | was meant to do this 
work. It felt good and right. Even when my community 
service was up, I’d volunteer to keep helping out at the 
church. | took a deep breath when | saw a white feather on 
the ground. 


Good sign. Yep indeed, a very good sign. 


x OK OK OX 


It was stupid to feel disappointed that | didn’t run into Cruz 
again at the church over the next few days, but I noticed my 
gym classes drew bigger and bigger attendances. 


| offered to come in twice each day and Father Thomas was 
thrilled. 


“You're great with the kids,” he told me. “God works in such 
wonderful ways, doesn’t he?” 


| had to agree that he did. 


On Wednesday night, Tito, Jack and | rolled up early for the 

staff family meal at Tiki Tito and | was surprised to see Cruz 
Dixon and his partner at the table. Cruz stood and shook my 
hand, like we were strangers. Oh boy, what a strange party. 


Jimmy and Miguel were sore at me because I'd rebuffed all 
their latest advances. | had real feelings for Cruz. He was 
the one that | wanted. The boys glowered at me as Tito 
outlined the plans for Bingo Night and | grinned when | saw 
our bingo caller, Lady GoDiver, arrive in a plume of lime 
green feathers. | caught Jimmy’s wink and smiled back. 


| felt relieved. We were friends again. 


“The guns will be turned into our police officers only,” Tito 
said. “Kevin will escort each visitor who has a gun to 
Detectives Dixon and Brace.” 
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| lost track of what Tito said after that. | was too busy 
mulling over the fact that maybe Cruz might be involved 
with his partner. 


Cruz, in turn, kept gazing back at me. His head inclined at 
one point and he tipped it back towards Tito. | realised then 
that Tito was talking to me. 

“Did you get that, Kevin?” 

“Sure,” | lied. “I got that.” 


Right after the meal, | got Tito on his own, asking him to 
repeat himself. 


Tito looked exasperated. “Would you two hurry up and get it 
on? You’re breaking my heart already.” 


“He rebuffed me.” 


Tito shook his head. “Don’t be stupid. You’re the big, bad 
bouncer. Can’t you just buy him a drink for God’s sake and 
get this over with? Do I have to do everything around here?” 


“I think I’m in danger of doing the Snoopy dance right now,” 
| said. 


“The Snoopy dance?” Tito chuckled. “Kevin...in spite of all 
appearances, you are SO gay.” 


We had bingo guests arriving and there was no time for 
more levity. The gun collecting was serious and intense. As 
Cruz and his partner collected weapons and carefully 
packed up boxes, they passed them out to another pair of 
officers. Our extra bouncer once again flaked, so Tito and 
Jack had their hands full monitoring everything. 
Occasionally, I’d lock eyes with Cruz. It was hard to ignore 
one another as | kept bringing people to him. 


By nine o'clock, we’d reached capacity seating so Tito stood 
out front where we gave free passes to future bingo nights, 
plus free daubers to latecomers who showed up with guns. 


Inside the bar, Lady GoDiver began calling out the numbers. 
“It’s not malignant,” she cried out. “It’s B nine!” 


The crowd seemed to know her naughty takes on 
everything. “Sixty eight. Suck my dick and l'II owe you one!” 


| happened to trade glances with Cruz at that moment. He 
looked away first. | chose my moment and went right up to 
him and leaned in close, whispering in his ear. 


“You want to have a drink later? | miss you.” 


He looked so shocked, he blinked a couple of times. 


Cruz nodded. “Okay.” 

| grinned. God, | already adored him. 
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Lady GoDiver had a catchy phrase for everything. She kept 
things moving at a fast and funny pace, and in spite of our 
large crowd, everybody seemed in a great mood. | started 
getting sweaty palms at the prospect of buying Cruz a drink 
on my break. | wanted him to want me, so it was a blow to 
see him and his partner drive off in the armoured police van 
Carrying the guns. 


He didn’t give me a chance. He just left without a word. No 
goodbye. Nothing. My Snoopy dance was hung out to dry. 


| kept scanning the street as the evening progressed, but 
Cruz never returned. As the games wound down to the final 
bingo, Tito relieved me from door duty. 


“Well, did you ask him out?” 

“Yeah. Then he left,” | said. “Didn’t even say goodbye.” 
“One day, you'll both look back on this night and laugh.” 
“Yeah. I’m in stitches right now. Can’t you tell?” 

Tito looked surprised. “You really like this guy.” 

“Yeah, | do.” 


“Shit, Kevin, call him.” 


Inside the club, | joined my brother at a table and played the 
last round of bingo. | was shocked when | won. Everyone 
teased me for winning on Sweet sixteen and never been 
kissed. 


They all applauded me. | was embarrassed to discover that 
winning meant that | had to run through the club and get 
my butt spanked by the participants and have balled-up 
bingo papers thrown at me. 


Lady GoDiver further humiliated me by feeling my biceps 
and calling me Hercules as she thrust a goodie bag into my 
hands. | felt much better when | saw the astonishing prizes 
I'd won. A DVD of the movie Shelter, one of my favourite 
gay love stories of all time, a certificate for dinner for two at 
the Shady Grove, free cupcakes from Hey Cupcake!, an 
iTunes gift card and day-glo condoms. 


“Congratulations,” Jack said, hugging me. “You have to take 
Cruz to dinner.” 


“He didn’t say goodbye.” 


“Kevin, you know what? You got your heart broken. We all 
have. The next time you see that man, you put the hard 
word on him. Okay?” 


| didn’t respond. | put the easy word on him. A drink. And he 
fucking vanished. 
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“Tito and | can do it, but you’ve got to get over your 
insecurity about love. You handle sex like a demigod 
according to Jimmy and Miguel. Now you gotta man-up, 
baby. Stake your claim, before somebody else does.” His 
voice dropped. “I hear Cruz broke up with his partner 
recently. He’s ripe for the picking.” 


“You make him sound like a piece of fruit.” 


“Hey...he’s cute. His ass reminds me of a juicy pair of 
cherries.” 


| stared at him. 
“Kevin,” he said, “I’m married, not blind.” 


| thought about what my brother said. | wondered if | was 
closed to love. It sure didn’t feel like it. | realised I’d never 
called Cruz, he’d called me. | scrolled through the list of my 
incoming calls. There was an unlisted number | didn’t 
recognise. The time from his call corresponded. Shit, | was 
nervous. 


He answered on the second ring. 
“I’m glad you called,” he said. “Real glad.” 


We arranged to meet over at Oil Can Harry’s. He arrived 
looking hotter than ever. | walked across the road to meet 
him. We went inside and the action at the bar was so frantic, 
we forgot about trying to get a drink. | needed to kiss him. | 
wanted to hold him. 


| saw a couple get up from a sofa and | grabbed Cruz’s 
hand. We threw ourselves into it. My mouth went to his. Fire 
raged through me. | was aware of music, voices...the only 


thing that mattered, however, was Cruz. We were the only 
two people in the world. 


He moved underneath me, as if he, too, craved our cocks 
rubbing against one another. 


Then he pushed me away. 
“I can’t do this,” he gasped. 


Struggling to come up from the planet of love, my mind did 
a whirligig. 


“You don’t understand. I’m a cop. | can’t do this in public. 
There are back rooms for that.” He dragged me by the shirt 
collar away from the sofa. A couple of guys lunged for it just 
as we almost cleared a long, low coffee table, which sent 
me right into it. 


Cruz’s eyes flashed. 
“I’m okay,” | assured him, but man, my shin hurt. 


He took my hand and | was pleased to see his cock was hard 
and painful looking in his tight pants. We pushed past a 
bunch of guys. | could read the looks of envy. Two big, hard, 
muscular guys wanting each other. 
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| recognised the song Bad Romance by Lady Gaga. Cruz 
glanced over his shoulder at me. 


“How apt,” he shouted. 


“You think we have a bad romance?” | shouted back. Man, 
all these guys were envious and he was ruining the 
moment. 


He pushed me up against a dark doorway. People kept trying 
to brush past us. We were in the way. 


“I’m talking about what you did with Jimmy and Miguel. I’m 
so pissed | could spit.” 


“Don’t be pissed.” 


“You had sex with them! | was so mad when | found out 
tonight.” 


“Is that why you went off without a word? You stupid man. 
You’re all | think about. | haven’t been near them since | 
kissed you.” 


He relaxed a little. 

“Fucking don’t go near them again.” 
| threw up my hands. “I won’t.” 
“Where did they suck your cock?” 
Shit. “The rest room at the club.” 


“Toilet trader.” He reached around me and opened a door. | 
felt a slight chill. He shoved me with his knee into a dark 
space. | had no idea where we were. But | could hear water 
dripping and was certain it was a restroom of some kind. 


“You like getting your cock sucked?” 


“Jesus, baby. | didn’t know you then. | wanted you. I—” 


“They got to you before | did.” His fingers went to my 
mouth. In the dark, it was lovely, not knowing what was 
coming next. His fingers reached for my tongue and he 
pulled it out. 


Ah, bliss. He started sucking on me, his other hand reaching 
for my belt and zipper. | loved the sound of another man 
undoing my pants. A major turn on. What was also a turn on 
was the new realisation that we were not alone. 


“Muscle paradise, baby,” my lover whispered into my 
mouth. “You ever met a watcher before?” 


It was hard to speak when he was still holding my tongue, 
so | just shook my head. 


“They like to watch muscle gods go at it. They want to 
watch me suck your cock.” He took his fingers from my face 
and dropped to his knees. | heard low moans around us, 
echoing my own as Cruz took my cock out. He kissed it. 
Licked it. 
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“Goddamn tease,” somebody rasped. 


| felt Cruz’s smile on the head of my cock as he finally took 
it into his mouth, his tongue gliding along the shaft. My 
fingers squeezed at my nipples through my shirt as he 
sucked on me. His fingers gripped the base, tightening it. 
Oh, he was good. | gently fucked his face. | tried to hold off 
but | couldn’t. He kept his mouth on me. 


“Now | want to dance,” he said when he’d licked up every 
last drop. 


“I want to suck your cock,” | whined. 
“Next time. If you’re a good boy.” 


Back in the bar, we danced, holding each other close. We 
kissed each other constantly, sipping at the margarita 
somebody sent over to us, which | held, giving Cruz his turn 
to try it. 


“You know what I’m doing, don’t you?” Cruz asked, licking 
salt from the rim of the glass and from my lips. 


“No, what?” 


“Branding you. That’s what we do in Texas. You can never 
come here with another guy.” 


“| don’t want to come in here with another guy. | want you.’ 


We went home, but he wouldn’t let me sleep over. “My shift 
starts in three hours and | need rest.” 


“PIL let you rest.” 
“Yes you will, all by myself.” 


| half-feared he was running away again but decided | knew 
where he lived. | could wait. 


When I got home, I was pleased when Tito told me we’d 
collected two hundred and thirty guns and seven hunting 
knives. 


It was hard to sleep. | thought about Cruz and his cherry-like 
ass. | wondered if he’d seen the movie Shelter...if he liked 


cupcakes and Shady Thangs. It felt kinda scary. It felt very 
scary to care a lot about the answers to all those things. 


x OK OK x 
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The next day, he showed up at the kids’ gym with a toddler. 
The kid, Billy, kept calling him daddy. Now | felt really 
confused. 


Vanessa started crying the moment we started. | pointed 
her mom in the direction of the restroom. 


“Single diaper,” she promised. “She just cries.” 


Billy gave Vanessa a blue silk flower and the little girl 
beamed. The flower routine taught the kids to share and to 
be generous with one another. Vanessa and Billy hung out. 


That little girl was in a much better mood for the rest of our 
session. 


The class went well, then right after it, Cruz and Billy 
vanished. Damn that man. | wiped down the activity table, 
checking that everything was where it was supposed to be. 


| walked home. There were no signs, good or bad, just me, 
wallowing in self-pitying thoughts. | kicked an empty can 
along the ground and heard a car honking me. 


Looking up, a frisson of joy coursed through me to see that 
it was Cruz. 


“See the lengths | gotta go to, just to get your attention? | 
gotta borrow my sister’s kid.” 


| walked over to the car. Billy was buckled into his car seat 
in back. He grinned when he saw me. 


“You like pizza?” | asked, thinking of the one place | knew 
Juanito and Chero were crazy about. 


Cruz turned and looked at Billy. “We're all about pizza, aren’t 
we, Billy?” 


“Yeah!” Billy shouted. 

“We like Home Slice,” Cruz said. 

“| love that place. | love the clams.” 
Cruz grinned. “My favourite, too.” 


We drove to South Congress Street and | was happy to 
realise | was starting to find my way around. We parked and 
walked over to the restaurant. Billy held onto our hands and 
we swung him between us. 


“You know, that clean-up song is stuck in my brain,” Cruz 
said with a laugh. 


| grinned. “Yeah. The lengths | have to go to, just to make 
sure you never forget me.” 


He pushed the front door open. “I could never forget you, 
Kevin.” 


We grabbed a window table, ordered a few slices and the 
Mexican Cokes I’d come to crave. We dropped Billy home 
and | met Cruz’s sister. 


“Oh, you must be the bouncer,” she said. 
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| saw Cruz wince. Heck, he’d been talking about me! The 
Snoopy dance was in danger of happening on his sister’s 
nice clean doorstep. 
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Chapter Five 


Back inside the car, he explained that his brother-in-law was 
fighting for our country in Iraq and had hardly seen his son. 
“| don’t mind being his surrogate dad.” 


| got a lovely mental image of Billy playing with Chero and 
Juanito. 


“You like the movie She/ter?” | asked him. 


Before he could respond, | threw out everything. “I want to 
dance with you. | want to kiss you and hold you. | want to 
drink cocktails with you. | want to be your boyfriend. | want 
to wake up with you. Pumpkin empanadas are nice, but | 
think your kisses would be like Christmas in my mouth.” 


“Say what?” 
| kept talking. 


“Kevin.” He stopped me with a single word, placing his hand 
on my chest. Until that moment, | had no idea my heart was 
pounding. 


“| like everything, Kevin. | gotta work tonight, | know you do, 
too. I’d kinda like to put some bullshit behind us and get this 
thing started here. Let’s see what we have...or don’t have. | 
wanna know why when I see you, | feel like I’ve got ants in 
my pants.” 


Boy, did | like a man who knew what he wanted. 


“You know when | knew | wanted you?” 


“When?” | asked, needing to touch him so badly that my 
fingertips burned. 


“The moment I realised you took the rap for Tito. We all felt 
bad for the guy. Until you turned up, | didn’t know him. | just 
knew about the custody pick-ups and drop-offs. And to cap 
things off you can sing. You’re a pretty unique guy.” 


| laughed. He was making me happier by the second. 


We drove to his place and until we arrived, the heat level 
tipped the mercury pretty high in that car. As soon as the 
garage door dropped down behind us, we flung ourselves at 
each other in the front seat. Luigi went nuts on the other 
side of the door leading into the house, barking his greeting. 


“Cruz, I’m like you. | like everything. Show me where the 
bedroom is and l'Il show you how much | like it.” 
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Luigi greeted us, then pawed at the backdoor. We left it 
open for him. He ran outside to do his business and we ran 
to the bedroom to do ours. 


Playing with Miguel and Jimmy had been hot, smoking hot, 
but I’d never wanted a man more than | wanted Cruz. | 
dropped to my knees, wrapping my arms around his legs. 


“This is where | want to be,” | said as he stroked my face 
and neck. 


| didn’t want tricks and toys. | wanted to be alone and naked 
with this man. | wanted to explore him with my tongue and 
with my mind. Questions, questions, fucking, sucking. We 
ripped off each other’s clothes, sighing, grasping at each 
emerging section of skin. He had a sexy, hairy chest. He was 
lean and toned with a big meaty cock. He looked pretty 
damned happy to meet mine, too. 


At last we were naked and | heard Luigi’s footsteps. 


He lay on the floor and | heard his dramatic sigh. Yeah, he 
knew this was serious. 


Showing a man how much you want him takes time. | 
Showed Cruz over and over with my whole face, just how 
cute his cherry-ass was and how much | enjoyed the taste 
and texture of his skin. I licked his face, his armpits and 
down his chest. His leaking cockhead grazed my chin and 
lips. He tilted up and | obliged with a few licks, but not 
enough to give him relief. 


| wanted him to come with my cock buried deep inside him, 
as | looked into his eyes. 


When | finally stopped kissing him and took his cock in my 
mouth, he let out a cry. It was the sweetest sound in the 
world. 


It was heaven and hell to suck him. | was torn between 
making him come and making him wait. | stroked his hands, 
which lay palms-up on the bed as | knelt between his legs. 


When I was ready to lick and suck his ass, he opened his 
thighs to me and | buried my face between them. It felt 
comfortable and safe, exotic and new all at the same time. 


“Hey bouncer,” he said, finally. “Fuck me with that big cock. 
It’s all | can think about.” 


| grabbed his wrist and pulled him closer to me, lifting his 
ass Off the bed. “I got a couple more things | wanna 
discuss.” 


Cruz laughed. 


“You like swimming? You like running? You like family 
dinners?” 


“Hell yeah, I’m all about family dinners, Kevin.” 


| couldn’t wait a moment longer. | found myself holding my 
breath as | entered him, feeling his body shaking with need 
and with desire. | started fucking him, the man | already THE 
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loved, and my fingers curled around his cock, trapped 
between our hard-fucking bodies. | was a man no longer 
looking for signs. I’d seen them all. 


I'd found the man who'd put the itch back into my giddyup. 
I'd found my way home. 


x OK OK OX 


Chero and Juanito took to Cruz easily. Cruz was eager to 
meet them on their next visit to us and they seemed very 
taken by him. 


It helped that Billy turned out to be the perfect playmate for 
them. Juanito clung to me in the backyard, then Chero 


wanted to be held. 


“Don’t make me go home,” the boys wailed as we all 
toasted marshmallows after dinner. | saw Tito’s shoulders 
Sag. | watched him gather his sons into his arms and hold 
them as | left to get ready for work. Cruz dropped me at the 
bar. 


“It’s heart-breaking, isn’t it?” he finally asked. 
“Yeah. Sorry if | was quiet.” 


“They’re happy here. | wish their situation was different. | 
wish...you wanna come by after work?” he asked. 


| shook my head. “I want to be home for the boys. They’re 
early risers. They’re gonna be heading home right after 
lunch.” 


“Babe, | understand.” 


| liked the disappointment | saw in his eyes. Yes, he 
understood, | recognised that, but we hadn’t had more than 
work hours separating us since we’d become lovers. It was 
hard to get out of the man’s bed it was so damned nice with 
him. 


Work was steady, a light rain falling. | tried not to think it 
was a bad sign, but by the time Jimmy dropped me home, | 
wasn’t feeling so good. 


The boys woke me at five o’clock. As far as | could see, they 
came with two switches, go and sleep. Juanito clung to me, 
and | held him in my arms as we went to the kitchen to 
investigate the contents of the fridge. 


Jack joined us, eager to make the boys the breakfast of their 
dreams. 


Chero raced back upstairs to wake his father. | was stunned 
when the phone rang and a woman, assuming | was Jack, 
told me she needed to leave the boys for another night with 
us. 


“Okay,” | said. 
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“My brother will meet you at noon at the police station 
tomorrow.” She hung up. 


Everybody in the house was ecstatic. 


“You're working tonight,” Jack said, gazing at the boys. “And 
| have a flight to Miami today, but I’m so excited to have 
them for one more day.” 


“Tito and | can manage,” | assured him. The mood in the 
house was high until it was time for Jack to leave. 


“There’s a kite festival at Zilker Park,” Tito said. “Who wants 
to fly a kite with me?” 


The boys were so overjoyed Jack was able to leave without 
more tears. 


Tito and | drove the kids to the park, where hundreds of cars 
lined the parking lot. The boys chose the kites they wanted 
to fly from a vendor who had all kinds available. We ran 
across the grass, to join everybody else for the moment of 


mass ascension, when all the kites would go up into the air 
together. Chero picked a horse kite, Juanito a Transformers 
kite. 


Some kids were making kites on the spot at craft stations 
set up around the park. Others had brought homemade 
ones and very big, fancy store-bought kites. The boys had a 
blast. 


The moment all the kites shot into the air was exhilarating. 
Tito took tons of photos on his camera phone and emailed 
them to Jack. 


There were so many families out on this glorious day and | 
hated it to end, but | had to go to the church for kids’ gym. 


Juanito’s kite got stuck in a tree and when his father tried to 
Shake it loose, the kite blew away. It zigzagged, as if saying 
goodbye. | glanced down at my small nephew, expecting to 
see tears, but Juanito’s face shone. He tugged my pants leg 
and | hunkered down beside him. 


“It’s okay, Uncle Bouncer,” he roared into my ear. “I made a 
wish.” 


| stroked his little back. “You did?” 


“Uh-huh. | made a wish on my kite that | get to stay here 
with my daddy. See, my kite’s going to heaven to make my 
wish come true.” 


Oh, God. | hugged him tight. I'd known him just over a week 
and already loved him deeply. 


When | glanced up at Tito, tears glistened in his eyes, but he 
fought them off. He told the boys I had to go to work and 
they were both upset until | told them they could come, too. 


Tito dropped us off at the church and went to shop for 
dinner. | called Cruz who came straight down with Billy. Cruz 
played one-on-one basketball with Chero who was a little 
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older than the others and would have been bored in my gym 
class. | glimpsed him out the window a few times and saw 
that he was having fun. 


Juanito stuck close to me in the gym. He seemed to love the 
class and | adored watching him chasing bubbles. As soon 
as the class was over, he threw himself in my arms. | 
grabbed him under one arm, Billy under another. 


Out on the basketball court, we caught up with Cruz and 
Chero. Tito had joined them and soon, we were all shooting 
hoops. We took turns lifting the smaller boys so they could 
get their shots, but all three of them had some pretty cool 
moves. 


We took them out for ice cream. Tito’s boys went nuts when 
their dad said we were going to Amy’s. 


Cruz, Billy and | were in for a treat. The store on Sixth Street 
boasted a packed clientele watching the ice cream servers 
playing with their food. Tito, Cruz and | each picked up a 
child so they could see above the crowd. It was a hell of a 
show. Juanito snuggled into my arms as the servers threw 
scoops of ice cream over their shoulder, behind their backs 
and then ran out front to throw scoops across the street at 
one another. Of course, the kids in the store laughed and 
laughed when the catchers missed and ice cream splattered 
the sidewalk. 


We picked our flavours, Tito’s kids wanting gummy bears 
and marshmallows blended with theirs. The servers used 
wooden, room-temperature boards to blend the ice creams 
and toppings, or crushin’s as Amy’s called them. 


According to Tito, using wood and not stone to blend the ice 
creams brought out the flavours more strongly. All | knew 
was that my white chocolate blended with Butterfingers was 
about the best ice cream I'd ever had. | loved how the kids 
took bites of everybody else’s treats and easily shared their 
own. As we cleaned up our table, it felt as if we’d done this 
a million times before. 


Back at the house, Tito had prepared an early dinner for the 
boys. Of course, they wanted Billy to stay and | wanted Tito 
to enjoy his evening with them. His face lit up when | 
insisted he stay home, especially when Jack arrived from the 
airport. 


“I can manage,” | assured them. | hugged them all goodbye, 
feeling great about their extra evening together. Cruz 
dropped me at work, planning on returning back to my 
family. 


“We have great kids in our lives, don’t we?” he asked. 
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My heart felt full. We hadn’t wasted a moment with our 
wonderful boys. It hurt to leave them, but | felt elated that 
Jack and Tito got to have them for an extra night. Tomorrow. 


Ugh, tomorrow when they left would be hell. 


“How are you going to cope?” Cruz asked when he saw the 
long line of people entering the club. 


It was salsa night. | sighed. We’d be two men down but | 
wanted Tito and Jack to have this night with their sons. They 
all deserved it. 


“I'll be fine.” 


“I can’t moonlight,” Cruz fretted, “otherwise, I’d come and 
work with you. It’s against department policy.” 


“It’s okay, baby,” | said. 


He wanted me to come home to him after my shift. | agreed, 
as long as | could head home before five. 


“No. l'Il pick you up at two and we'll go to your place.” 
“You don’t mind?” 


“Of course not. Kevin, | mind not sleeping with you. | fucking 
missed you last night.” 


| grinned. “Pick me up then, goofball.” 
“You ever miss fooling around with Jimmy and Miguel?” 


My heart skipped a beat. “Hell, no. Have I ever given you 
that impression?” 


He shook his head. | had a line of people now snaking 
around the corner, but | had to deal with this. 


“What then?” | reached over and squeezed his thigh. 


“It might have been nice...you know...” He stopped. 


“What?” 
“A foursome.” 
| stared at him. “You want a foursome?” 


He winced. “I just know you had fun with them...I’m kinda 
jealous.” 


“No need. | dropped all that. Baby, | gotta go.” 
“I know. I’m sorry.” 


“Don’t be sorry. I’m crazy about you, Cruz.” | badly wanted a 
kiss but knew he wouldn’t give me one right outside the 
club. 


“Stay safe,” he said. 
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“I will.” The words / love you hovered on the edge of my 
tongue. God, was | a lovesick sap, or what? 


x k kK k 


Two a.m. seemed slow to arrive and when Cruz picked me 
up, | was exhausted. l’d been run off my feet all night. | was 
happy he was coming home with me but would have been 
thrilled just to hold him in my arms and crash. He, however, 
was wide awake and, I could tell, anxious for some fun. 


“Come into the club a moment,” I told him. 


He glanced at me, curious. 


He parked out front and came inside. Miguel and Jimmy 
grinned when we walked in. 


“Did you lock up?” Miguel asked. 

“I sure did.” | grinned. Now I was wide awake, too. 
“What’s going on?” my man asked me. 

“You are. Right on the dance floor.” 

“Whaaa?” 


Miguel and Jimmy led him to the floor. The band was gone, 
but we had our sound system ready to roll. Jimmy, Miguel 
and | were excited. Cruz looked bemused until the two 
bartenders sandwiched him between them on the dance 
floor. He glanced at me, caught my grin and | pressed the 
play button. 


The silky tones of Juan Luis Guerra filled the room, his 
infectious, sexy salsa making all of us want to dance. 


“Oh, my God,” Cruz said as the two men holding him, 
swaying against him, moved as one to the tune of 
Cancioncita de Amor. This sure was the music of love. 


Miguel stood behind Cruz, rubbing his hands up and down 
my lover’s arms, kissing and licking his neck as Jimmy 
rubbed up close against his front, kissing him. Miguel turned 
Cruz’s head back towards him and | watched them kiss, 
Miguel’s tongue moving inside Cruz’s mouth. 


| stepped onto the dance floor as things got spicier. All three 
men danced well, but Cruz’s hands held Miguel’s thighs to 


him as Jimmy knelt and released my baby’s cock. He was so 
hard already, his head falling back against Miguel’s 
shoulder. 
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When I moved in to kiss Cruz, his smouldering eyes opened 
as my mouth claimed his. | kissed him, pushing his jeans 
down. He groaned into my mouth as Miguel’s tongue ran 
down his back. Cruz kept swaying and | held him from the 
side. | kissed his lips and eyes and glanced down, pleased 
that Jimmy was taking his time sucking Cruz’s juicy cock. 
Cruz looked down and his eyes widened. | glanced behind 
him. Miguel was lapping at his ass now. 


The song changed and Cruz reached for me as La llave de 
mi corazon played over the sound of his ecstatic moans. 


“I want Miguel to suck your cock,” | said into his ear. 
“Why?” He was so far gone he just wanted to come. 
“He gives such great head.” 


| tapped Miguel and, as I’d arranged with my two horny 
bartenders, they swapped places. Cruz gave a small cry as 
Miguel took over his cock. Cruz stroked Miguel’s head, 
reaching back to stroke Jimmy, too. 


“Oh, Kevin,” Cruz said, giving me his mouth. “Kevin, | love 
you.” 


He came hard, Miguel sucking him until Cruz had nothing 
left to give him. The men swapped places again and Cruz 
gazed into my eyes. 


“Holy heck, Kevin.” 


| helped the guys undress him. He stood naked between us, 
and when he came the second time, | took his cock for 
myself, Miguel licking his hole as Jimmy plunged his fingers 
in and out of him. We wound up dancing together until the 
last song finished. | helped Cruz get dressed and he looked 
dazed as we kissed our favourite bartenders goodbye. 


Back in the car, Cruz kissed me. “I’m still coming,” he said. 
“My cock’s still hard.” 


We went to my place, my hand in his pants the whole way. 
We lit some candles in my room and | locked the door, 
worried that the boys would barge in and catch us in the 
middle of some X-rated nonsense. We ripped off our clothes 
and the sight of my naked man waiting for me in bed woke 
up Mr. Happy and sleep, once again, became the last thing 
on my mind. 


Cruz grinned. He knew that look in my eye. 
“I got your attention, huh?” 


“Oh, yeah, big guy.” | flung myself at him across the 
expanse of my bed. He laughed as | draped myself over his 
body. Two hard cocks. They rubbed against each other in 
yearning but | wanted to pleasure his whole body now. 
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He reacted to my tongue on his nipples, his hips, his groin, 
Slashing across his balls. He was in such and advanced state 
of desire, everything | did got him jolting and jumping all 
over the place. His cock leaked under my chin and | dropped 
my mouth to it. 


Cruz stifled a scream as | sucked him off to a third orgasm. 
His eyes took on a glaze I’d never seen before. I’d sucked 
my man unconscious. He was asleep before I'd finished 
licking him clean. | was so happy I’d given him an 
experience to remember that | fell asleep with a smile on 
my face, my lover in my arms. 


x OK OK OX 


Our respite didn’t last long. Juanito and Chero banged on 
the door an hour later and we almost fell on the floor in our 
haste to get dressed. They were pleased and surprised to 
see Cruz emerge from my bedroom and dragged him 
downstairs. They were still in their pyjamas and were so 
excited because it was Sunday. That meant pancakes. 


Jack made a mountain of them and Tito eyed the clock. 
“Church everybody,” he insisted. 


We ran around getting the boys’ things together and Jack 
quietly put their backpacks into the trunk. 


We went to the Catholic church around the corner. Jack told 
me he wasn’t sure about taking the boys to services ata 
gay church, in case their mother objected, but | felt strongly 
the boys would enjoy going to St. Agnes’. It was a wonderful 
service, however, and all too soon, it was time to go back to 
the police station. 


Cruz had gone home to get some rest before starting his 
long work shift, leaving the rest of us to say goodbye to the 
boys. It was as always heartbreaking, but the boys had had 
such a wonderful time, they didn’t cry, they just gave me, 
Jack and Tito kisses and said they would see us soon. 


Maybe we should have seen this as a Sign. 


Tito, Jack and | drove home in silence once the exchange 
was made. The boys left a hole in our day. | missed them 
already. | had no idea what Tito must have been going 
through. | watched Jack reach for his hand. This was hell. 
Pure hell. 


“Thank you for loving our children,” Tito said to me as we 
pulled into the garage. 


“It’s easy to love them, Tito. They are the sweetest boys.” 
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“The house feels so empty,” my brother said. He looked 
devastated. 


| patted his arm. | needed sleep. 


“They love their Uncle Bouncer,” Jack said. The misery in his 
face tore at me. 


“It’s your night off tonight.” He tried to smile. “Are you 
hanging out with Cruz?” 


“No. | really want to chill...watch some TV. Eat some food.” 


He nodded. “Sleep as long as you want. When Tito and | go 
the bar, we'll leave some food for you.” 


He hugged me and | went upstairs and closed my eyes. | 
had a dreamless sleep, but | woke up feeling good, until | 
saw the sky was dark and I'd lost most of the day. 


The boys aren’t here. | glanced at the clock. It was after 
eight. Man, I’d slept for seven hours. | padded downstairs, 
switching on lights and next thing | knew, someone was 
pounding on the back door. 


“Uncle Bouncer! Uncle Bouncer!” 


| raced to it, stunned to see my nephews, looking mighty 
proud of themselves. 


“What are you doing here?” | asked, even as | bent down to 
Snatch them in my arms. 


They were cold, their arms gripping my neck like vices. 
“Boys?” 


| held them away from me for a moment, and little Juanito’s 
face clouded, wiping the impish looks from their faces. 


“We ran away,” Chero said. 

“Yeah! We ranned away,” Juanito echoed. 

“But you live so far away. How did you get here?” 

“Bus!” Chero said. “I used up all my piggy bank money!” 


Oh, my God. What if some paedophile had snatched them? 
I'd have to kill Tito, Jack and then myself. Wait. Where was 


their mother? Why was our phone not ringing off the hook? 
Wasn't she frantic? 


“Mommy was drunk,” Juanito said. He pointed to his chest, 
his pride back again. “I said we could run.” 


| brought the boys into the kitchen, fed them cookies and 
milk and put an urgent call to Tito’s cell phone. | got his 
voice mail, same with Jack. | called the bar and got Jimmy 
on the line. 


“Jimmy, it’s urgent. | need to speak to Tito.” 
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“Everything okay?” he asked me. 

“Please, get Tito.” 


Tito came on the line. The boys were busy counting who had 
more chips in their chocolate chip cookies. | stepped away 
from them a moment to tell Tito what was going on. 


He was shocked. The boys’ mother hadn’t called him at all. 
He and Jack checked their messages constantly, | knew. 


“Are they okay?” he asked, repeating everything to Jack. 


“They’re fine. They’re having cookies and milk. Tito, Juanito 
said their mother was drunk.” 


He swore softly. “We’re on our way home,” he said. “Oh, 
Kevin, thanks for being there.” 


| called Cruz. He listened to my story. 


“They came the whole way by bus?” He was as incredulous 
as | had been. 


“Baby,” he said, “I’m going to contact the Killeen police and 
have a patrol unit go out to her home. Killeen’s a forty-five- 
minute drive, but by bus, it’s over an hour. | can’t believe 
she hasn’t noticed the kids are missing.” 


The boys greeted Tito and Jack with their usual effusiveness. 
In spite of half a dozen cookies each, they were hungry. Tito 
was grateful that I’d called Cruz who reported the boys’ 


safe location both to the Austin police and to the Killeen 
station. 


Tito called his ex-wife after a long discussion. They were 
Supposed to go through attorneys but it was Sunday night 
and neither attorney would, in all likelihood, be available. 


He got no response, but left her a message. 


Cruz came by as Jack rustled up more food and the boys ran 
to greet him. 


“She still hasn’t called?” he asked as they returned to the 
kitchen for pasta. 


“Nope,” Tito told him. 


“That’s crazy. Listen, the Killeen police said they’d go out 
there. I’m telling you this off the record but | love you all and 
| think this is important. Don’t tell her you know about this, 
but pass it onto your attorney.” 


Tito took the pages from Cruz’s hand. “My God...it’s a police 
report. The cops have been out there half a dozen times. 
She...she...” he stopped speaking. “She’s a drunk! How 
come none of this ever came out in court?” 
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Jack snatched the page from him and | read over his 
shoulder. The police had been out to her home five times in 
January. She’d failed to pick up the children from school 
three times since February and had also been seen drunk at 
a party. She had a pending DUI, with guests at the party 
reporting her to the police when she tried driving home with 
the boys strapped in the backseat of her SUV. The last call 
had come from her current husband who reported her as 
being abusive. The night in question was just two nights 
before, when the boys had been with us. 


“You might find that the court looks favourably on your sons 
spending a /ot more time with their father,” Cruz said, 
winking at Tito. He gave me a kiss and | walked him to the 
front door. 


“Thank you,” | said. “Thank you for helping my family.” 
“Baby,” he said, “I love you.” 
“I love you, too.” 


His partner sat in their car out front. “I gotta go, but I'd like 
to come by and spend the night...if that’s okay.” 


Inside the house, | heard the sounds of laughter, of happy 
children. | always wanted that sound. It was music, more 
than music. It was the sounds of my life. 


“I love you,” | said again and it was all | could do to let him 
go back to work. 


“Are you watching my ass?” he asked over his shoulder. 
“Of course | am. I’ve got big plans for it later.” 


He laughed and | held the magic of that sound to me. Inside, 
| would wait until he was mine again. Tito was on the phone, 
an ecstatic look to his eye I’d never seen before. 


“The boys can stay,” he said. “My ex has submitted herself 
to rehab. At least sixty days.” 


“Great news, Tito.” 


“I’m gonna fight like | never fought in the ring. I’m gonna 
make sure | keep my kids this time. No more Mr. Nice Guy.” 


He watched his sons playing with his husband, turning to 
me with a radiant smile. 


“Come on, Uncle Bouncer. Come and get some food before 
our two little vatos eat it all.” 
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